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PREFACE

The vast majority of the essays in this volume were presented at a Yom 
Iyyon (“a study day”) that coincided with the Sixteenth Annual Midwest 
Jewish Studies Colloquium sponsored by the Samuel Rosenthal Center 
for Judaic Studies at Case Western Reserve University (Cleveland, Ohio) 
on May 2, 2004 in honor of the publication of Isaac Kalimi’s book, Early 
Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: Studies in Scriptures in 
the Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Jewish and Christian 
Heritage 2; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002).  
 Our thanks go to Ms Charlotte Kramer whose generous support 
enabled us to realize such a colloquium; to Mrs Barbara Klante, Associ-
ate Dean of the College of Arts and Science at Case Western Reserve 
University; and to Ms Laura Sielen, events coordinator of the Office of 
Interdisciplinary Programs and Centers at Case Western Reserve Uni-
versity, for their invaluable help in organizing the event.  
 Finally our gratitude goes to Professor Claudia V. Camp and Dr 
Andrew Mein, the editors of LHBOTS, as well as to the editorial board 
for including the volume in the series. Special thanks to Mr Henry 
Carrigan, director of T&T Clark International/Continuum Imprint divi-
sion in the United States of America, for his friendly cooperation and 
fine production of the volume.  

The Editors 
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THE COLORFUL INTERPRETATION OF THE BIBLE:
AN INTRODUCTORY ESSAY

Isaac Kalimi 

I

Blessed be He who “with wisdom opens gates, with understanding alters 
periods, changes the times.”1 Several Jewish and Christian scholars from 
different fields and various institutions in the United States of America, 
Canada and Israel gathered at Case Western Reserve University to dis-
cuss my work. It was, indeed, a great honor for me. In fact, the present 
volume could not have been produced without the numerous scholars 
who took the time to prepare papers and participate in that meeting, the 
stimulating discussions that followed, and the additional contributions 
that were composed for the purpose of this volume. My gratitude goes to 
all those friends and colleagues, particularly to Professor Peter J. Haas 
who initiated the meeting.  

II 

The present volume comprises sixteen essays classified into three major 
sections. Each section moves from a discussion of the general to the 
specific, while those discussing the same topic are ordered “chronologi-
cally.” The first and the third sections of the volume are mainly related to 
the Jewish biblical interpretation, while the middle section is devoted to 
discussing biblical interpretations in Christianity and those in Judaism 
that are related to the former. The time span of the topics ranges from 
biblical period to the present.  
 A number of the essays focus not only on interesting specific topics, 
but also raise some theoretical and methodological issues. Some others 
display the particular topic’s history of interpretation as well. The vol-
ume reflects the current thought of some of the major scholars in the 

 1. The citation is from the first blessing of Shema (Deut 6:4) for evening prayer: 
 , , .



2 Biblical Interpretation in Judaism and Christianity 

1

fields of biblical interpretation in various forms and contexts—inner-
biblical, Qumranic, New Testament, targumic, midrashic and halachic, 
kabbalistic exegesis—as well as a variety of artistic and modern views 
on biblical interpretation, translation, and theology.  

III 

The first section, “Classical and Medieval Jewish Biblical Interpreta-
tion,” opens with my own general study, in which I discuss cases of 
rabbinic exegesis in contrast to the peshat of the biblical texts. My study 
seeks to demonstrate that rabbinic interpretations of biblical texts are not 
merely homiletical exercises, but often represent controversial legal, 
moral and ideological opinions. It attempts to highlight the glaring con-
tradictions between the plain meaning (peshat) of the text and the views 
of the Rabbis and Targumists as propounded in the Talmud, Midrash and 
the Aramaic translations of the Torah. A number of examples illustrate 
this point: (1) the biblical lex talionis (“law of retaliation”) is discussed in
detail in its historical setting, showing it to be relatively progressive for 
its time. As my discussion shows, however, the lex talionis was human-
ized by the Rabbis who interpreted it to mean pecuniary compensation. 
Yet, during the Second Temple period, even under the relatively more 
lenient Pharisaic rule, it still remained a harsh legal ruling, as illustrated 
in the story of Susanne and in the career of Simeon ben Shatach. In the 
course of Jewish history this point of Jewish law was challenged again 
and again. (2) The severe punishment of a woman who disgraces a man 
by seizing his pudenda—mutilation by cutting off her hand (Deut 25:11–
12)—is interpreted by the Rabbis as financial compensation. As in the 
case of the lex talionis, humanization of the law replaces the peshat of 
the written Torah law. (3) To counter blood vengeance by the “redeemer 
of the blood,” which was permitted by biblical law (Gen 9:6), is rendered 
by Targum Onkelos as “He who sheds the blood of man before witnesses,
by sentence of the judges shall his blood be shed.” Thus, judicial process 
replaces private vengeance. (4) To establish the rule that the majority 
must prevail over the minority opinions, the Rabbis interpreted the last 
three words in Exod 23:2— —to mean the very opposite 
of the peshat, which does not countenance majority decisions which may 
result in a perversion of justice. (5) An anti-militaristic ideology is 
reflected in the targumic and midrashic transformation of Jacob’s con-
quest with his sword and bow (Gen 48:22) into prayer, petition, merits 
and good deeds. (6) Less progressive is the Targum Onkelos rendering of 
Lev 19:32—“You shall rise before the aged”—as referring only to Torah 
scholars. (7) The prohibition of cult prostitution (Deut 23:18), which had 
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long been abolished among Jews, was interpreted by Targum Onkelos 
and Rabbi Akiba as referring to intermarriage with slaves. (8) The princi-
ple that parents should not be put to death for offenses committed by
their children—and vice versa (Deut 24:16)—is interpreted by Targum
Onkelos and the Midrash to mean that the testimony of parents and 
children against each other is inadmissible. This is contrary not only 
to the peshat but also to the law of the “stubborn and rebellious son” 
(Deut 21:18–21) who was to be put to death on the basis of his parents’ 
testimony. (9) A critical attitude to proselytes is evident in the rabbinic 
interpretation of Exod 18:9, where Jethro, the rabbinic prototype of a 
proselyte, is reported to have “rejoiced for all the good the Lord had done 
for Israel.” Jethro’s joy is changed in the Talmud to horror and distress at 
the misfortunes of the Egyptians. 
 The Rabbis were aware of the principle that “a verse cannot depart 
from its ordinary meaning.” They felt, however, that they could not leg-
islate, decide court cases or resolve halachic disputes without some bibli-
cal support, however slight and inadequate. Thus, in spite of the supreme 
holiness of the “Written Torah” among all the Jewish Scriptures, the 
“Oral Torah” was considered the most authoritative in one’s daily life 
and behavior! 
 Rimon Kasher focuses on a defined topic: the Palestinian Targumim to 
Gen 4:8. He exams the Aramaic translations to this biblical verse and 
demonstrates that the Palestinian Targumim developed through many 
generations. It began as literal translations, closely following the Hebrew 
biblical text. Later, under the influence of an internal controversy within 
Christianity, a “Jewish” reaction was formulated and incorporated into 
the targumic text. Further on, this reaction was expanded to include a 
sort of Jewish credo. In a much later period, the credo passage gained 
independence and was interpolated into Targum Onkelos. 
 Bernard Grossfeld focuses on the stunning statement of Rabbi Berech-
iah in Midrash Gen. Rab. 98:4 on Gen 49:4 concerning Reuben’s deed 
with Bilhah (Gen 35:22). According to Grossfeld, the Hebrew words 
mishkevey avicha means Bilhah’s bed and Zilpah’s bed. Here, for the 
first time, we have Zilpah mentioned as being involved in this affair. 
Rabbi Berechiah’s opinion appears to be a solitair one, prompted exclu-
sively by the grammatical difficulty of the plural form of mishkevey in 
Gen 49:4. A reconstruction of the chain of events may explain what led 
Reuben to commit this deed twice. Jacob’s preferred love for Rachel 
over Leah is evident throughout Gen 29. In fact, Leah actually felt 
herself as being hated by Jacob (Gen 29:31, 33). Jacob’s discovery of 
Reuben’s deed with Bilhah made him shun away from her, even if it was 
just a matter of his having changed the beds rather than having actually 
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committed the deed itself. Moving his bed to Leah’s tent was highly 
unlikely because he did not do this in the first place after Rachel’s death. 
This leaves only Zilpah’s tent as the other possibility to explain the 
plural mishkevey avicha. Rabbi Berechiah’s explanation of the plural 
form of mishkevey in Gen 49:4 contrasts sharply with the Rabbinic opin-
ion in the Babylonian Talmud, Sabbath 55b where the plural yetsu’e
(“beds”) in 1 Chr 5:1 referring to this very same incident, is explained as 
the beds of the Divine Presence and of Jacob. 
 Rivka B. Kern Ulmer addresses some compositional feature of Jewish 
Midrash. In her essay, “Visions of Egypt in Midrash: ‘Pharaoh’s Birth-
day’ and the ‘Nile Festival,’” she explores some homiletic Midrashim in 
respect to creating a historical narrative for the Diaspora. The Rabbis of 
late antiquity visualized Egypt and utilized Egyptian cultural icons when 
they painted dramatic scenes of the Israelite experience in Egypt. These 
textual images can be compared to scenes from Egyptian culture. The 
Egyptian elements in Midrash include the Nile and its festivals, the 
Osiris myth, Egyptian gods, pharaohs, funeral customs, hair-styles and 
magic. She examines two terms:  (Pharaoh’s birthday, the Egyp-
tian Hebsed festival) and  (the Egyptian Opet festival). These 
Egyptian religious festivals serve as a focal point through which a com-
parative examination is made of selected midrashic and Egyptian texts. 
Kern Ulmer also explores the various interpretations of these textual 
passages and the underlying rabbinic agendas that resulted in their inclu-
sion in the rabbinic corpus. She emphasizes topics such as the cultural 
transmission and construction of ideas, and the type of knowledge the 
Rabbis might have possessed about Egyptian culture. Kern Ulmer claims 
that some Egyptian elements in Midrash are accurate depictions of 
Hellenistic–Roman customs while others are from earlier periods. From 
a literary perspective, these Egyptian elements are factual pieces that 
enhance the veracity of the narrative and provide literary density which 
makes the background of the story quite realistic. These insertions of 
anachronistic material nevertheless express a craving by the Midrashists 
to include “historical” moments within the text concerning the Exodus. 
Though the biblical story demonstrates an enormous intellectual and 
religious engagement with Egypt, it has many gaps that are filled in by 
the Rabbis. Kern Ulmer concludes that without the Egyptian experience, 
whether historical or theological, and the subsequent “inversion” of
Egyptian cultural ideas, Judaism would not have developed some of its 
major concepts.  
 Alan Cooper addresses the “Typology of Jewish Psalms Interpreta-
tion.” During the Graeco-Roman period, by which time the book of 
Psalms was firmly attributed to King David, a three-fold understanding 
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of the putative author’s persona developed: David was represented as an 
historical character, a messianic figure, and an “everyman” whose experi-
ences were exemplary for the reader of Psalms. Those three represen-
tations gave rise to three modes of traditional Jewish interpretation: 
historical/biographical, prophetic/eschatological, and personal, reflecting 
past, future, and present orientations, respectively. After a general intro-
duction to this typology of traditional commentary, Cooper provides 
some specific illustrations. The illustrations are drawn from selected 
Jewish commentaries on Ps 27, mainly from the sixteenth–eighteenth 
centuries, with particular emphasis on the third kind of interpretation 
(“personal”), which is increasingly prominent in late medieval and early 
modern writings.  
 Herbert W. Basser’s essay, “Kabbalistic Teaching in the Commentary 
of Job by Moses Na manides,” discusses the major features of Na -
manides’ commentary to the book of Job as they relate to his attitudes 
towards kabbalistic study and his mystical understanding of specific
scriptures. The essay is written for those who are acquainted with kab-
balistic discourse and no attempt has been made to provide a basic course
here for those who require one. Nevertheless, even beginners will profit
by looking here at the ingenious keys Na manides provides for a recon-
dite understanding of Job. Basser has tried to render biblical verses as he 
thinks Ramban himself would have preferred.  
 Steven Fine closes the first section of this volume with his, “United 
Colors of the Menorah: Some Byzantine and Medieval Perspectives on 
the Biblical Lampstand.” Fine stresses that the description of the biblical 
lampstand in Exod 26 and 36 is extremely detailed. Nevertheless, essen-
tial elements of the menorah are not discussed, since its structure appar-
ently having been clear to the original audience who could visualize the 
artifacts in terms of their own material culture. For later generations, the 
biblical depiction was, and in fact continues to be, quite opaque. Accord-
ingly, Fine discusses some Jewish attempts during late antiquity and the 
middle ages to visualize the menorah. These interpreters did this through 
recourse to the art and technology of their own periods. Fine concentrates 
particularly on a piyyut of Yannai (ca. sixth century), Rashi’s interpreta-
tion of the menorah’s “capitals,” and Targum Sheni to Esther’s notion of 
a menorah bearing human portraits. 

IV 

The second section, “Biblical Interpretation, Judaism and Christianity,” 
is launched with Laurence H. Schiffman’s paper “Biblical Exegesis in 
the Passion Narratives and the Dead Sea Scrolls.” Schiffman explains 
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that the author(s) of the pesharim in the Dead Sea Scrolls assume(s) that 
the events of the last days are encoded in the prophets and can only be 
understood by the sectarian Teacher of Righteousness through a process 
of inspired biblical exegesis. Once the hidden meaning of the text is 
revealed, then its fulfillment can be seen as an ongoing process. The 
contemporizing nature of pesher exegesis closely parallels the way the 
Hebrew Scriptures are used in the Gospels. The latter often allude, either 
directly or indirectly, to passages from the Hebrew Bible that are seen as 
being fulfilled in the life of Jesus Christ. The fundamental question is 
whether or not the Qumran material has influenced, or is otherwise 
similar to, the New Testament material. Schiffman finds several types of 
Hebrew Bible usage in the Passion Narratives, including the borrowing 
of biblical language, actual biblical imagery, indirect quotation and direct 
fulfillment quotation. He concludes that there is no consistency or conti-
nuity to biblical allusions and exegesis in the Passion Narratives such as 
we find abundantly in the scrolls. Qumran pesher presents itself as sus-
tained commentary and lacks the explicit fulfillment ideology of early 
Christian literature. While the Christian materials assume that the plain 
meaning of the text refers to Jesus, Qumran pesher assumes that the text 
conceals its true meaning, being known only to the sectarians. In con-
trast, the exegesis in the Passion Narratives interprets the text through 
Christian eyes and then creates new details that enter the supposedly 
historical account. 
 J. Harold Ellens handles “Exegesis of Second Temple Texts in a
Fourth Gospel Son of Man Logion.” Ellens claims that the fourteen Son 
of Man sayings in the Fourth Gospel form a pattern behind which can 
be seen a number of Second Temple Judaic literary texts. The manner 
in which those texts are used in the logia of the Gospel of John indicates 
an exegetical and hermeneutical program operating by the author/
redactor of that Gospel. Ellens addresses John 1:51 as a test-case in order 
to: (1) discern the nature of the methodology used by the author/redactor; 
(2) identify the procedure used in scripture interpretation in the first- to 
second-century Christian community; and (3) describe the product of this 
mode of employing ancient source texts. One of the valuable results of 
Ellens’ research is the illumination of the question regarding how 
exegesis and hermeneutical approaches to sacred texts worked in those 
centuries of the Common Era, particularly as Christian writers drew upon 
the formative texts of the Jewish culture, out of which wellsprings their 
religious energies flowed.  
 The context for this exploration is set, in this study, by a careful 
survey of the Son of Man passages in Second Temple Jewish literature 
from Daniel to 1 Enoch. It is evident in that process that the use of the 
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Son of Man logia in the Fourth Gospel has as its background such 
ancient Jewish texts as Gen 28, Ezekiel, Dan 7–9, and 1 En 37–71. This 
survey and the manner in which these sources are utilized in the Gospel 
of John indicates that many, if not all, of the Son of Man logia in this 
gospel are late interpolations, designed to give the Gospel credibility by 
including the logia, absent from the original form of the Gospel, but 
crucial because they were understood to represent Jesus’ own self-identi-
fication. Ellens concludes by indicating that the way the Fourth Gospel 
exegetes the Son of Man sources, in its use of the logia, constitutes a 
rather free-wheeling but typically Jewish pesher on Second Temple 
Jewish literature. He makes a convincing argument that this meth-
odology seems quite like that of the pesherim of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  
 John T. Townsend examines “Christianity in Rabbinic Literature.” 
Townsend states that Jews living under Christian rulers were not free to 
argue against Christian theology openly. To do so effectively invited per-
secution. Of course, Jews living in the Roman Empire before it became 
Christian, or outside the boundaries of this empire, were under no such 
restraint. Where Christians ruled anti-Christian passages were often 
simply deleted. Townsend points out as an example the discussion of 
Jesus in the later manuscripts of the Babylonian Talmud. Despite these 
restrictions, Jewish leaders still needed some way to inoculate their con-
gregations from Christian missionary teaching. One way was to discuss 
Christianity indirectly. Although throughout the various Midrashim there 
appear arguments to counter Christian theology, these arguments appear 
in indirect, even coded language. A good example includes various 
arguments against the Christian dogma of the Trinity, arguments which 
the essay describes in detail. Moreover, what is true of the Midrashim 
was also true of other rabbinic writings which have to do with teaching 
or liturgy such as piyyutim. Townsend stresses that while this essay is 
limited to the discussion of Judaism during the first millennium of the 
Common Era, Isaac Kalimi has shown that the same trends continued 
throughout the later Middle Ages Jewish biblical interpretation as well. 

V

The third and last section, “Modern Biblical Study and Jewish Inter-
pretation, Translation, and Theology,” begins with the survey by Alan 
Levenson, “The Rise of Modern Jewish Bible Studies: Preliminary 
Reflections.” Levenson reviews Jacob Neusner’s Judaic Perspectives on 
Ancient Israel (1987), in which Jacob Neusner proposed three major 
characteristics of modern Jewish Bible scholarship: the study of texts 
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neglected by others; the selection of a different corpus of exegetical 
traditions and a deep mastery of Hebrew; and thirdly, the fact that 
“Judaic perspectives on ancient Israel lead to a distinctively and particu-
larly Judaic inquiry into a biblical text or problem. That is self-evident in 
the theological papers presented here… Without the names being attached
to the papers, as we said, in many instances we should know beyond doubt
that the author is Jewish.” Indeed, Levenson’s paper is a meditation on 
Neusner’s final claim, prompted by a general acknowledgment that the 
entry of Jewish scholars into the academy has had a profound impact 
on the field of biblical studies and in the general Jewish community. 
While taking issue with Neusner’s essentialist tone, Levenson identifies
four facets of the developing discourse of Jewish Bible studies: (1) its 
polemic–apologetic nature; (2) its recourse to traditional interpretation 
(parshanut); (3) its insistence on the pluriform nature of the biblical 
texts; (4) its commitment to the priority of the redacted text as a point of 
departure. While not all Jewish academics are practitioners of this “Jew-
ish” approach and some non-Jews are, and while the “Jewish” approach 
appears as much an artificial construct as the result of a natural interpre-
tive community, he argues that this tendency is identifiable and mean-
ingful.  
 In his article, Frederick E. Greenspahn questions “Why Jews Translate 
the Bible.” He remarks that although Jewish tradition stresses the 
Hebrew form of the Bible, Jews have translated it many times and in a 
wide variety of languages. Some of these renderings have even been 
attributed to varying degrees of authority and inspiration. Although this 
seeming contradiction is usually explained as an accommodation to a 
lack of Hebrew skills, especially on the part of women and children, 
there is ample evidence to suggest the influence of other, more complex 
processes. Jewish tradition itself mandates that a translation be used 
alongside the original Hebrew text. Furthermore, many translations were 
created by or for communities that do not appear to need them, while 
others presuppose that those using them already know at least some 
Hebrew. These facts suggest that Jewish Bible translations serve a 
variety of purposes. Sometimes they provide a way for Jews to state their 
understanding of the text without compromising its original form; at 
others, they inculcate non-Jewish culture. Overall, they state communal 
identity and assert Jewish ownership of the Hebrew Bible.  
 Tirzah Meacham reviews my 2002 book, Early Jewish Exegesis and 
Theological Controversy. Meacham analyses all three parts of the book, 
and concludes: “As is necessary in interdisciplinary studies, Isaac Kalimi 
emerges as a jack of many trades in this book: rabbinics, Samaritan stud-
ies, patristics and theology. He has also demonstrated that he is a master 
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in biblical studies. Despite my critique, Kalimi’s book is a necessary, 
timely and much appreciated offering. It serves as a model of mutual 
scholarly benefit for Jewish and Christian scholars engaged in the lit-
erature of their formative periods.” 
 In my response to Meacham, “Jewish Theological and Exegetical 
Approaches to the Hebrew Bible,” I sharpen a number of views con-
cerning the nature of my 2002 book, its main methods, purposes, and so 
on, and comment generally on others issues. I stress that creative and 
constructive controversies have contributed much to the development of 
beliefs and ideas, as well as exegetical and theological methods through 
the thousands of years of Jewish history. 
 This section, and the volume as a whole, closes with detailed 
interpretations of two specific topics by colleagues in Canada, one from 
the first book of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis, the other from the last book, 
Chronicles.  
 Francis Landy’s article, “The Temple in the Story of the Aqedah 
(Genesis 22),” expands on the proposal I made in my Early Jewish 
Exegesis and Theological Controversy, that the Chronicler identified the 
site of the Temple Mount with that of the Aqedah on ideological 
grounds, to magnify the importance of the Temple Mount. Landy claims 
that my historical and theological reading is combined with a literary 
one: Why does the Chronicler make the identification just at this point, 
especially in view of his general indifference to patriarchal tradition? 
Why does the Chronicler substitute David for Abraham? Landy exam-
ines these questions from the point of view of Marc Z. Brettler’s theory 
of typology, and proposes that the Aqedah comprises a mise-en-abyme of 
the Chronicler’s narrative, an encompassing and disturbing frame, 
reflecting tensions between the ancestral past and the new foundation, the 
capital city with its domesticated sanctuary and the unlocatable trauma, 
Jerusalem and Hebron, masculine and feminine, indigenous claim and 
Israelite supersession. Landy continues with the exegesis of the identifi-
cation in Midrash Rabbah. There, Abraham’s new name for the place is 
displaced and is combined with that of Shem; the perfect city is the place
where God prays and anxiously looks to the future, across repeated con-
flagrations and reconstructions, a process recalled and redacted in the 
Rosh Hashanah liturgy. Finally, Landy turns to a passage in Derrida’s 
The Gift of Death, in which the struggle for the possession of the Temple 
Mount is related to the conflict of interpretation, especially over the 
Aqedah, of the three monotheistic religions, and hence to the demand for 
responsibility and the temptation of irresponsibility.  
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 Ehud Ben Zvi treats the verse “Boiling in Fire” in 2 Chr 35:13 and 
some “Related Passover Questions, Text, Exegetical Needs, Concerns, 
and General Implications.” Chronicles shows a highly sophisticated level 
of exegetical ability and is textually concerned and influenced by the 
problematic results of potential exegesis. The verse › Ê ı  Í ·  refers
to “boiling in fire,” which in practice is roasting, but is conceptually 
different from boiling, as demonstrated here. The account of Josiah’s 
Passover serves also to illustrate and to some extent embody both the 
fulfillment of prescriptions for Passover that are considered to hold for 
generations and to be contingent to actions relevant to the time of Josiah.
In addition, Chronicles reflects, and communicates to its reader, that 
there is no need for a (new) Josiah to celebrate Passover in accordance 
with YHWH’s directives—or, for that matter, for a (new) Moses to follow 
YHWH’s prescriptions concerning Passover. There is, however, a need 
for good written exegesis of authoritative texts, and that is what the book 
of Chronicles claims to provide to its audience. 

VI 

It is hoped that the multiple colors of biblical interpretation in Judaism 
and Christianity, and the productive cooperation between Jewish and 
Christian scholars, as reflected in this volume, will encourage more stud-
ies on the topic, to the benefit of all who strive to understand the biblical 
text, as well as Jewish and Christian religions and cultures through the 
generations. 
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TARGUMIC AND MIDRASHIC EXEGESIS IN CONTRADICTION 
TO THE PESHAT OF BIBLICAL TEXT*

Isaac Kalimi 

According to a medieval rabbinic dictum, the Torah may be interpreted 
by four different methods: (1) peshat—the plain, literal meaning of the 
words within their literary context, lexicography, syntax and historical 
setting; (2) remez—an allusion, a hint at the deeper meaning of the text 
which is not obvious to the casual reader; (3) derash—a homiletical 
(midrashic) halachic or aggadic exposition on any biblical text; (4) sod—
a “secret” mystical meaning of the text as expounded in the Sepher 
haZohar and kabbalistic literature. In this study I shall limit myself to 
some targumic, halachic and aggadic examples of derash in cases where 
it not only expands the peshat of the biblical text but fully contradicts it 
or perceptibly changes the halachic implication(s) as a result of a gross 
misinterpretation or mistranslation of the biblical text. The examples 
have been chosen from the biblical civil and ethical laws as well as 
narratives. 

I. Biblical Civil-Laws and Narratives in Targumic 
and Midrashic Misinterpretation 

(1) The famous legal maxim “eye for eye” is stated clearly in Exod 
21:23–25: 

And if any further harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for 
eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, 
wound for wound, bruise for bruise.1

The plain meaning here is that if one causes another person to lose the 
sight of an eye, or to lose tooth, etc., the offender shall be punished, in 

 * It is a pleasure to thank Professor Moshe Aberbach for his significant sug-
gestions, which contributed a great deal to the shaping of this essay. 
 1. Compare the short version of this law in Lev 24:19–20 and in Deut 19:21. 
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accordance with the lex talionis (“law of retaliation”), measure for meas-
ure, by having one of his own eyes or teeth put out.  
 Contrary to the opinion of Albrecht Alt, lex talionis is not unique to 
ancient Israelite law.2 The principle appears already in other ancient Near 
Eastern codes, including the Code of Hammurabi (§§196–197, 200): “If 
a nobleman has destroyed the eye of a member of the aristocracy, they 
shall destroy his eye. If he has broken a(nother) nobleman’s bone, they 
shall break his bone… If a nobleman has knocked out a tooth of a noble-
man of his own rank, they shall knock out his tooth.”3

 Judaism has often been vilified by its detractors on account of “Old 
Testament vengefulness” as exemplified by the harsh ruling, “eye for 
eye.”4 In reality, however, even this act of stern retaliation was designed 
as a limitation of primitive vengeance which was often quite out of pro-
portion to the alleged offense. In other words, this is a substitution of 
legal punishment, the precise equivalent to the offense, instead of dis-
proportionate revenge. To be sure, even Saint Augustine (354–430 CE),
who sharply criticized the “Old Testament” as incompatible with the 
ethics of the New Testament,5 maintained that these were laws of justice, 
not of abhorrence—that is: one life, not an entire family, for a life; one 
eye, not two, for an eye; one hand, not two, for a hand; one tooth, no 
more, for a tooth, etc. 
 Indeed, one much appreciates these biblical laws against the back-
ground of wild vengeful laws in some ancient Near Eastern codes. For 
instance, among the laws of the Hittites the following law is listed:  

 2. See A. Alt, “Die Ursprünge des israelitischen Rechts,” in his Kleine Schriften 
zur Geschichte des Volkes Israel (Munich: Beck, 1959), 278–332 (304).  
 3. See “The Code of Hammurabi,” translated by T. J. Meek (ANET, 175a; I 
have substituted “nobleman” instead for “seignior”). However, unlike the Code of 
Hammurabi, for instance, which differentiates between social classes and not only 
between slave and non-slave (see pars. 201–17; ibid., 175a–b), the Pentateuchal law 
does not differentiate between various social groups, but between slaves and non-
slaves only (Exod 21:20–27).  
 4. See, for instance, Matt 5:38–39: “You have heard that is has been said, ‘eye 
for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I say unto you, that you resist not evil: but 
whosoever shall smite you on your right cheek, turn to him the other also.” Here it is 
noteworthy to cite—though from the modern times as well as totally different place 
and cultural surrounding—the saying of Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869–
1948) that refers critically to the biblical phrase under review: “An eye for an eye 
makes the whole world blind.” 
 5. See H. Chadwick, “Augustine of Hippo,” in Dictionary of Biblical Interpre-
tation (ed. J. H. Hayes; Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 85–87 (85). 
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If anyone kills a man or a woman in a quarrel, he shall be declared liable 
for him (or her). He shall give four persons, either men or women, and 
pledge his estate as security.6

Moreover, even in biblical legislation in cases of theft, twofold (Exod 
22:6–8), fourfold or fivefold (Exod 21:37; 2 Sam 12:6), or even sevenfold
(Prov 6:30–31) restitution was imposed on the thief. In Gen 4:24, a 
traditional tribal practice is described as sevenfold or even as seventy and 
sevenfold: “If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy and 
sevenfold.” Thus, the lex talionis did not countenance excessively dis-
proportionate punishment and was in effect an enormous advance in 
ancient legal practice and a far-reaching step in human progress.  
 Furthermore, according to this biblical law, all the free people have 
the same rights: men as well as women and children, the poor as well as 
the rich and aristocratic. All must be judged according to the same 
measure.  
 Nevertheless, by the time of the Tannaim in the first and second cen-
turies CE even the “progressive” lex talionis was no longer acceptable. 
It was accordingly laid down that “eye for eye” means pecuniary com-
pensation to be paid by the offender to the victim. Thus, we read in m.
Baba Qama 8:1:  

If one has blinded his fellow’s eye, cut off his arm or broken his leg, the 
injured person is considered as if he were a slave being sold in the market 
place and a valuation is made as to how much he was previously worth, 
and how much he is now worth.7

In the Babylonian Talmud, b. Baba Qama 83b–84a, the issue is dis-
cussed in some detail:  

Why [pay compensation]? Does the Divine Law not say “Eye for eye”? 
Why not take this literally to mean [putting out] the eye [of the 
offender]?—Let not this enter your mind! Since it has been taught: You 
might think that where he blinded his fellow’s eye, the offender’s eye 
should be put out, or where he cut off his fellow’s arm, the offender’s arm 
should be cut off… [Not so; for] it is laid down, “He that smites any 

 6. See E. Neufeld, The Hittite Laws: Translated into English and Hebrew with 
Commentary (London: Luzac, 1951), 1 §1, see also §§2–3; “The Hittite Law,” 
translated by A. Goetze (ANET, 189a).  
 7. The translation of Exod 21:24–25 advanced by Benno Jacob (The Second 
Book of the Bible: Exodus [trans. W. Jacob; Hoboken, N.J.: Ktav, 1992], 650) reads, 
“Eye-compensation for an eye; tooth-compensation for a tooth…,” his argument 
being that the interpretation of the Rabbis is the original meaning of the biblical law 
makes no sense. The biblical law speaks clearly “eye for eye, tooth for tooth…” 
rather than value/compensation of eye for eye, etc.  
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man…” “And he that smites a beast…” (Lev 24:18), just as in the case of 
smiting a beast compensation is to be paid, so also in the case of smiting a 
man compensation is to be paid….  
 It was taught: Rabbi Dosthai ben Judah says: “Eye for eye” means 
pecuniary compensation. You say pecuniary compensation, but perhaps it 
is not so, but actual retaliation [by putting out an eye] is meant? What 
then will you say where the eye of one was big and the eye of the other 
little, for how can I in this case apply the principle of eye for eye? If, 
however, you say that in such a case pecuniary compensation will have to 
be taken, did not the Torah state, “You shall have one manner of law” 
(Lev 24:22)? 
 Another [baraita] taught: Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai says: “Eye for eye” 
means pecuniary compensation. You say pecuniary compensation, but 
perhaps it is not so, but actual retaliation [by putting out an eye] is meant? 
What then will you say where a blind man put out the eye of another man, 
or where a cripple cut off the hand of another, or where a lame person 
broke the leg of another? How can I carry out in this case [the principle of 
retaliation of] “eye for eye,” seeing that the Torah says, You shall have 
one manner of law, implying that the manner of law should be the same 
in all cases?8

 This interpretation is reflected also in various Aramaic translations of 
the biblical lex talionis (Exod 21:23–25; Lev 24:20 and Deut 19:21), for 
example, Targum Neofiti 1 and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan.9 The legal 
philosophy behind it was irreconcilable with the strict legalism of the lex
talionis. Obviously, the interpretation under review was a revolutionary 
change and totally different from the literary meaning of the biblical 
texts.10

 It is noteworthy that many hundreds of years prior to the rabbinic 
explanation of the biblical law “eye for eye,” compensation to be paid 
by the offender to the victim was already provided for in some ancient 

 8. Thus already in the halachic Midrash, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael 3:67 (on 
Exod 21:23; see H. S. Horovitz and I. A. Rabin, eds., Mechilta d’Rabbi Ismael [Jeru-
salem: Bamberger & Wahrmann, 1960 (Hebrew)], 277), and Babylonian Talmud, 
Ketubuth 32b. See also Rashi’s commentary on Exod 21:24. 
 9. Targum Neofiti 1 of Exod 21:23–25 states: “eye as indemnity ( ) for eye, 
tooth as indemnity for tooth, etc.” See M. McNamara, Targum Neofiti 1: Exodus 
(The Aramaic Bible 2; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1994), 93. Pseudo-
Jonathan of Exod 21:23–25 writes: “the value of (or equivalent, ) an eye for an 
eye, the value of a tooth for a tooth, etc.” See M. Maher, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: 
Exodus (The Aramaic Bible 2; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1994), 223; 
and cf. E. G. Clarke, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Deuteronomy (The Aramaic Bible 
5b; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1998), 55.  
 10. Cf. A. B. Ehrlich, Mikrâ ki-Pheschutô. Vol. 1, Divrei Torah (Berlin: Pop-
pelauer’s, 1899), 178, 343, and also see p. 358. 
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Near Eastern codes, such as the laws of Ur-Nammu (the founder king of 
the third dynasty of Ur in Sumer; ca. 2112–2095 BCE) and the laws of 
Eshnunna (ca. 1800 BCE). Thus, for example, among the laws of Ur-
Nammu one can find:  

If a [man…] cut off the foot (var.: limb) of [another man with his…], he 
shall pay ten shekels of silver. 

If a man, in the course of a scuffle, smashed the limb of another man with 
a club, he shall pay one mina of silver. 

If someone severed the nose of another man with a copper knife, he must 
pay two-thirds of a mina of silver. (§§15–17)11

Remarkably, the new halachic derash was not accepted unanimously. 
Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus (second half of the first century CE), who 
was distinguished not only by his phenomenal memory (m. Aboth 2:11) 
but also by his ultra-conservative tendencies,12 insisted that “eye for eye” 
refers literally to the eye (of the offender) (b. Baba Qama 84a). The 
Amoraim (ca. 200–500 CE), found it difficult to believe that Rabbi 
Eliezer would oppose all other Sages who unanimously interpreted the 
biblical law to mean financial compensation. Accordingly, they reinter-
preted Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion, maintaining that he, too, considered
pecuniary compensation to be the correct procedure; but, unlike the other 
Tannaim who maintained that the value of the lost eye of the injured 
person was to determine the amount of compensation, Rabbi Eliezer 
considered that the value of one of the offender’s eyes should be the 
criterion for compensation payment (b. Baba Qama 84a). This makes 
little sense, and should be seen as an artificial attempt to humanize Rabbi 
Eliezer’s traditional view.13

 11. See “The Laws of Ur-Nammu,” translated by J. J. Finkelstein (ANET, 523–25
[524b]). See also “The Laws of Eshnunna,” translated by A. Goetze (ANET, 161–63);
R. Yaron, The Law of Eshnunna (2d ed.; Jerusalem: Magnes; Leiden: Brill, 1988), 
69, §§42–43. This phenomenon could be find also in the Hittite codes, see Neufeld, 
The Hittite Laws, 3–5 §§7–9, 11–16. 
 12. There were several cases where Rabbi Eliezer opposed the majority of 
Rabbis on the grounds that certain rabbinic innovations had no support or precedent 
in tradition. He opposed fixed prayers, insisting on spontaneous improvised suppli-
cations (m. Ber. 4:4). He was violently opposed to the education of women, main-
taining that “whoever teaches his daughter Torah teaches her obscenity” (m. Sotah
3:4). Moreover, he had a low opinion of women’s intellectual capacity, declaring 
that “woman’s wisdom consists only in her (skill with her) spindle” (y. Sotah 3:4 
[19a]). Finally, he went so far as to exclaim “Let the words of the Torah be burnt 
rather than be handed over to women!” (ibid.). 
 13. Yet, we do not know any example for the practice of the biblical lex talionis
in the Second Temple era. What we do know is that a drastic application of biblical 
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 Except for Rabbi Eliezer, all other Rabbis had to ignore the peshat in 
order to humanize the law. Controversy on the issue under review was 
raised once again by the Karaite movement. Thus, in his commentary on 
Exod 21:24, Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra cites, in detail, a dispute between 
Saadia Gaon who defends the principle of pecuniary compensation, and 
the Karaite commentator, ben Azai (ninth–tenth century), who argues for 
the continued validity of the lex talionis as a law of the Torah.  
 Finally, in the second chapter of his Examination of Pharisaic Tradi-
tions Compared with the Written Law, Urial da Costa (Oporto, 1583/4–
1640, Amsterdam) attempted to prove “the falsehood” of the rabbinic 
interpretation of the law under review. He writes: “The self-explanatory 
text of the Law [in Lev 24:19–20] allows of no ambiguity and cannot be 
applied to a pecuniary compensation….”14

law was indeed probably practiced in some cases. For example, in Susanna, an 
addition to the book of Daniel, a story is told of a pious woman who was falsely 
accused of adultery and sentenced to death without any cross-examination of the 
witnesses. She was saved only thanks to the sagacity of Daniel who intervened and 
was able to prove that the witnesses were false and “designing” to have an innocent 
woman executed. While this story is fictional, we find that as late as the time of 
Jesus a woman caught in adultery was saved by Jesus from being stoned to death 
(John 8:3–11). The harshness of the judicial system even under Pharisaic leadership 
in the first century BCE can be gauged from the fact that Simeon ben Shetach, brother 
of Queen Alexandra Salome, had some 80 women hanged on a single day (m. Sanh.
6:4). According to the Jerusalem Talmud (Sanh. 6:9 [23c]) the women were charged 
with witchcraft. The relatives of the “witches” avenged their deaths by procuring 
false witnesses to testify against Simeon ben Shatach’s son. He was sentenced to 
death. As he was being led out to be executed, the witnesses had pangs of conscience 
and confessed that they had testified falsely. Although Simeon wanted to save his 
son’s life, the latter—like Socrates in Athens—insisted that a lawful sentence by a 
duly authorized court must be carried out, even if the victim of judicial error was 
innocent (y. Sanh. 6:5 [23b]; b. Sanh. 44b, and see Rashi’s commentary ad hoc). 
Now, does Rabbi Eliezer’s representation of the literal meaning of the lex talionis
also indicate its continued practice up to the end of the Second Temple period? Since 
Rabbi Eliezer claimed that he had never said anything that he had not learned from 
his teacher (b. Sukkah 27b; b. Yoma 66b; see B. Z. Bokser, Pharisaic and Pharisain 
Judaism in Transition [2d ed.; New York: Arno, 1973], 108–9), and since he was 
endowed with an unfailing memory, firmly opposed any innovation, and therefore 
faithfully preserved the ancient traditional lex talionis, it is arguable that it may have 
been practiced up to the tannaitic age. It is, however, difficult to assert this with 
certainty. 
 14. See H. P. Salomon and I. S. D. Sassoon, Urial da Costa: Examination of 
Pharisaic Traditions Compared with the Written Law (Leiden: Brill, 1993), 63–71 
(the original text), 277–81 (English translation); the citation above is taken from 
p. 281. 
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(2) Apart from the lex talionis, physical mutilation is rarely mentioned in 
the Hebrew Bible. For instance, in Judg 1:3–7 we are told that the 
tribesmen of Judah and Simeon defeated the Canaanites and Perizzites, 
capturing their king Adoni-bezek, “and they cut off his thumbs and his 
great toes” (v. 6). Adoni-bezek confessed that “seventy kings with their 
thumbs and their great toes cut off used to pick up scraps under my 
table” (v. 7).15

 Only once is physical mutilation prescribed as a judicial penalty: 
“When men fight with one another, and the wife of one draws near to 
rescue her husband from the hand of him who is beating him, and she 
puts out her hand and seizes him by his private parts, then you shall cut 
off her hand; your eye shall have no pity” (Deut 25:11–12). The peshat is 
clear and leaves no doubt whatsoever concerning the incredibly harsh 
punishment of the woman. Evidently, it was considered that for a woman 
to seize a man’s pudenda, thereby publicly disgracing him, was unfor-
givable (“your eye shall have no pity”),16 though she had merely sought 
to rescue her husband. Since no injury to the man’s pudenda or testicles 
is mentioned, it is evident that the mere disgrace of a man by a woman 
was regarded as sufficient cause for the drastic punishment—“you shall 
cut off her hand”—which was by no means unique in Near Eastern 
judicial codes.17

 Now, the tannaitic Midrash, Sifre (Deuteronomy 293),18 rejects, in this 
case too, the peshat and interprets the passage as prescribing financial 
compensation on the part of the woman. As a humanitarian derash it fits
in well with rabbinic penal legislation. It is, however, undeniable that the 
derash contradicts the peshat, since the words “your eye shall have no 
pity” unambiguously indicates that the deuteronomic law requires the 
physical mutilation of the woman as an appropriate punishment for 
seizing a man’s “private parts.” 

 15. On this and other examples, see I. Kalimi, The Reshaping of Ancient Israel- 
ite History in Chronicles (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 186 n. 1. These 
barbarous punishments were of course not administered as judicial sentences 
following trials in court.  
 16. The same words introduce lex talionis in Deut 19:21! 
 17. Thus, for example, the Code of Hammurabi §218 states: “If a physician 
performed a major operation on a nobleman with a bronze lancet and has caused the 
nobleman’s death, or he opened up the eye socket of a nobleman and has destroyed 
the nobleman’s eye, they shall cut off his hand.” See Meek, “The Code of Ham-
murabi” (ANET, 175b).
 18. See Horovitz– Finkelstein, 312. 
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(3) The prohibition of murder is one of the seven “Noachide” laws—that 
is, rules of conduct applying to the whole of humankind (b. Sanh. 56a–
59b). This is indeed expressly stated in Gen 9:5–6, where Noah and his 
sons are warned by God against committing the crime of homicide: 

For your lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning; of every beast I will 
require it19 and of man; of every man’s brother I will require the life of 
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be sheds. 

Genesis 9:6—a call for justice in poetic language that was structured in 
chiastic form which stresses even more the exact retaliation—appears to 
countenance private blood vengeance. Presumably it took place without 
distinction between deliberate and accidental killing. Only at a much 
later stage were cities of refuge designated for the benefit of those who 
had unintentionally committed homicide.20 As late as the reign of King 
David, relatives of a murder victim were not only permitted to avenge 
the slaying of their kinsman, but felt that it was their duty to do so. Thus, 
according to 2 Sam 3:30, David’s foremost warriors, Joab, and his 
brother Abishai slew Abner, “because he had killed their brother Asahel 
during the battle at Gibeon.”21 Since Abner had promised David to have 
him crowned king over all of Israel (2 Sam 2:12) and had already 
persuaded the tribal leaders, “the elders of Israel,” to transfer their 
allegiance to David (2 Sam 2:17–19), the king was naturally angry and 
upset when Abner was assassinated. Yet, he could do nothing against 
Joab and Abishai, not only because “these men the sons of Zeruiah are 
too hard for me” (2 Sam 3:39), but also because they had exercised the 
commonly recognized right of blood vengeance.22

 By the time of the talmudic age (roughly the first five centuries CE),
Rabbinic Judaism was not prepared to recognize any form of private 
blood vengeance. For anyone suspected of manslaughter there had to be 
safeguards to prevent a miscarriage of justice. Accordingly, the felony 
had to be witnessed by two trustworthy witnesses—as indeed was 

 19. Compare Exod 21:28–29, where punishment by stoning of a goring ox that 
has killed a person is prescribed. 
 20. Cf. Exod 21:12–13; Num 35:9–29; Deut 4:41–43; 19:2–13; Josh 20:1–9; and 
the secondary literature listed by I. Kalimi, The Books of Chronicles: A Classified 
Bibliography (Simor Bible Bibliographies 1; Jerusalem: Simor, 1990), 130–33, 
items 1161–98. 
 21. For a discussion of the presumed historical background of Joab’s murderous 
act, see I. Kalimi, An Ancient Israelite Historian: Studies in the Chronicler, His 
Time, Place, and Writing (Studia Semitica Neerlandica 46; Assen: Van Gorcum, 
2005), 106.  
 22. See also the story in 2 Sam 14:5–12. 
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required by biblical law (Deut 17:6; 19:15)—and they had to warn the 
perpetrator prior to the commission of the crime what the consequences 
of his felony would be.23 Above all, the accused had to be tried before a 
duly constituted court of 23 judges (b. Sanh. 2a–b), and punishment 
could be imposed only after a court verdict. This vastly improved legal 
system is reflected in the Targum Onkelos on Gen 9:6:

 (“He who sheds the blood of man before 
witnesses, by sentence of the judges shall his blood be shed”)24 This is no 
mere extension or elaboration of the peshat. It is a flat contradiction of 
the biblical text which implicitly accepts private vengeance by the 
“redeemer of the blood.” Thus, the Targumic derash rejects any form of 
private retaliation. In matters involving life and death, nobody was 
allowed to take the law into his own hands.  

(4) Rabbinic courts were not likely to arrive at unanimous verdicts. 
Likewise, halachic discussions often resulted in differences of opinions. 
In many instances there would be majority and minority opinions. 
Logically, the majority should prevail. But that was not good enough for 
talmudic legislation, which had to rely on some sort of Scriptural sup-
port, however flimsy. 
 Surprisingly, the rabbinic authorities sought evidence for deciding 
according to the views of the majority in a most unlikely source. In Exod 
23:2b, there is an unambiguous prohibition of testimony in a disputed 
case while inclining (or leaning) towards the majority (lit. “multitude”), 
thereby perverting justice. The Rabbis of late antiquity, removing the last 
three words— —from their context, translate: “After the 
majority must one incline,”25 thus deriving from this verse the principle 
of majority verdicts in court cases and halachic disputes.26

 23. See m. Sanh. 5:1; t. Sanh. 11:1; b. Sanh. 8b; 80b. 
 24. All the citations from Targum Onkelos in this essay are according to A. 
Sperber, The Bible in Aramaic. Vol. 1, Pentateuch (Leiden: Brill, 1959). Cf. b. Sanh.
57b; Gen. Rab. 34:14; and see M. Aberbach and B. Grossfeld, Targum Onkelos to 
Genesis (New York: Ktav and Center for Judaic Studies, University of Denver, 
1982), 64–65 esp. n. 5. It is noteworthy that this line of thought is also reflected in 
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan of the verse (see M. Maher, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: 
Genesis [The Aramaic Bible 1b; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1992], 
45), as well as later in medieval Jewish commentaries, for example, Rashi’s and ibn 
Ezra’s commentaries on Gen 9:5–6. 
 25. M. Sanh. 1:6; y. Sanh. 4:2 (22a); b. Baba Me ia 59b; b. ul. 11a. As far as the
peshat is concerned  (“to pervert”) is short for  (“to pervert justice”).
 26. Rashi, in his commentary on this verse, while taking note of rabbinic 
exegesis, emphasizes that his purpose is to explain the text accurately, and, accord-
ingly, he follows its literal meaning. 
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 Paradoxically, while Exod 23:2 explicitly warns against following the 
majority, if doing so would result in a perversion of justice, rabbinic 
exegetes—though no doubt favoring a just verdict—ultimately leave it to 
the vote of the majority of the judges, irrespective of the justice of the 
resulting verdict. 
 One may wonder why the Rabbis change the meaning of the text when 
reason and common sense clearly point to the conclusion that a court has 
to reach a verdict according to the views of the majority of the judges. 
Similarly, it seems self-evident that halachic disputes can be resolved 
only by the majority of the Rabbis involved. Such reasoning, compelling 
though it may seem, is by no means conclusive. Since there was usually 
no appeal against a court verdict, it could have been argued that the 
verdict had to be unanimous to be valid. Likewise, it was at least argu-
able that for a halachic decision to be conclusive and final, it had to be 
reached by a unanimous vote. To counter such reasoning, it was not 
enough to make an ex cathedra pronouncement. There had to be some 
Scriptural support, however weak. Only by producing a biblical proof-
text was the validity of a court verdict (which also required a rabbinic 
ruling and/or an authentic precedent) or a halachic decision firmly estab-
lished. 

II. Biblical Ethical-Theological Laws and Narratives 
in Rabbinic Misinterpretation 

(5) The disastrous wars of liberation waged by the Jews against the 
Romans in the opening two centuries of the Common Era, especially in 
66–70 and 132–135 CE, led to a reassessment by the majority of the 
Tannaim with regard to the virtue of bearing arms altogether. This is 
reflected, for example, in a halachic dispute on carrying arms in the pub-
lic domain on the Sabbath. Rabbi Eliezer regarded weapons as a man’s 
ornaments, and accordingly permitted bearing arms on the Sabbath.27 All 
other Sages prohibited it because weapons “are nothing but shameful; for 
it is said: ‘and they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their 
spears into pruning hooks, nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
neither shall they learn war any more’” (m. Shab. 6:4).28

 27. Rabbi Eliezer who did not change his ultra-conservative Weltanschauung 
(see above, n. 12) maintained that arms would not cease even in the days of the 
Messiah (b. Shab. 63a). Babylonian Amoraim found support for Rabbi Eliezer’s 
view that weapons were a man’s ornaments in Ps 45:4: “Gird your sword upon your 
thigh, O mighty one, in your glory and majesty” (b. Shab. 63a). 
 28. See Isa 2:4//Mic 4:3 and also Joel 4:10. 



 KALIMI  Targumic and Midrashic Exegesis 23 

1

 Yet, in Gen 48:22 Jacob tells Joseph: “Now I have given you 
(Shechem, i.e., probably, a portion, an additional share) more than to 
your brothers, which I took from the hands of the Amorites with my 
sword and my bow.” The rabbinic interpretation of this quite ambiguous 
verse assumes that  refers to the city of Shechem,29 whose male 
inhabitants were killed by Simeon and Levi in revenge for the rape of 
their sister, Dinah (Gen 34). Jacob, so far from wielding weapons to 
seize Shechem, strongly disapproved of his sons’ savage vengeance (Gen 
34:30; 49:5–7). No military exploits by Jacob are recorded anywhere. 
Moreover, glorification of weapons such as swords and bows runs 
contrary to biblical theology, as pointed out in the b. B. Bat. 123a: “Did 
he [= Jacob] really seize [Shechem] with his sword and his bow? Surely 
it has already been said, ‘For not in my bow do I trust, nor can my sword 
save me’ (Ps 44:7)! But ‘my sword’ means ‘prayer’, [and] ‘my bow’
means ‘request.’” Similarly, Midrash Gen. Rab. 97:6:30 “‘With my 
sword’—this alludes to good deeds; ‘and with my bow’—this alludes to 
prayer.” This rabbinic Midrash also stems from the identical consonants 
and similar sounds (paronomasia) of the Hebrew words  (“with my 
bow”) and  (“my petition, request”).31

 This ethical-ideological and educational concept is also reflected in the 
Targum Onkelos on Gen 48:22. One of the main versions of the Targum 
to this verse reads:

 (“Now I have given you an additional share, more than to 
your brothers, which I seized from the hands of the Amorites by my 
prayer and my supplication”).32 Moreover, in MS Paris33 we read:

 (“and I have 
not taken it from him either with my sword or with my bow, but rather 
by my merits and my good deeds”).34 A similar attitude we find also in 
Targum Neofiti on the verse: “Shechem, which I took from the hands of 

 29. See Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Gen 48:22:  (“the city of 
Shechem”) and below.  
 30. See Theodor–Albeck, 1249. 
 31. Compare, J. Heinemann, Aggadah and its Development: Studies in the 
Transmission of Tradition (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974 [Hebrew]), 154–55. 
 32. For a thorough discussion of the different Targum Onkelos versions inter-
preting Gen 48:22, see Aberbach and Grossfeld, Targum Onkelos to Genesis, 278–
79 n. 13.
 33. Bibliotheque Nationale Hebr. 110. 
 34. This is another example for an interpretive technique named “converse 
translation,” which stems from theological approach of the translator. See, in detail, 
M. L. Klein, “Converse Translation: A Targumic Technique,” Biblica 57 (1976): 
515–37 (525–26).  
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the Amorites, by my merits and my good works, which are better for me 
than my sword and my bow.”35

(6) In Lev 19:32 there is an important ethical commandment requiring an 
attitude of respect towards the aged: “You shall rise before the aged and 
show deference to the old.” In fact, showing respect to an elderly person 
is a mark of a decent society. In contrast, a corrupt society as well as a 
cruel enemy disrespects even aged people (Deut 28:50; Isa 3:5; Lam 
4:16; 5:12).  
 The tannaitic and talmudic Rabbis however, teach: “  (zaqen, ‘aged’) 
can only refer to a sage, a scholar of the Torah… Rabbi Jose the Galilean 
said: zaqen means only he who has acquired wisdom…”36 Accordingly, 
Targum Onkelos renders:  (“You 
shall rise before one who is well versed in the Torah and show deference 
to the elderly”).37 This rendering is also reflected in other Aramaic 
translations, notably in Targum Neofiti and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan. 
However, this rendering nullifies the biblical ethic, according to which 
one should respect and rise before any aged person, and not only a Torah 
scholar. On the other hand, the Rabbis felt that they had to strengthen 
their position in Jewish society. 

(7) According to Deut 23:18, “There shall not be cult prostitutes among 
the daughters of Israel, nor among the sons of Israel.” Indeed, in his cult 
reform in 622 BCE, Josiah, king of Judah, abolished this cult entirely 
(2 Kgs 23:7). In any case, in talmudic times there was no Jewish cult 
prostitution, and there was no possibility whatsoever of its re-intro-
duction even if the Temple of Jerusalem had not been destroyed in 70 CE.
 With these circumstances in mind, Targum Onkelos expounds Deut 
23:18 as a prohibition of intermarriage with “Canaanite” (i.e. non-
Jewish) slaves, both male and female:

 (“A woman of the daughters of Israel 
shall not be married to a male slave, nor shall a man of the sons of Israel 
marry a female slave”). This “translation” is far beyond the plain mean-
ing of the Hebrew text.38 It is, however, in accordance with the opinion of 

 35. See M. McNamara, Targum Neofiti 1: Genesis (The Aramaic Bible 1A; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1992), 214. It is interesting that Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 
translated verbatim:  (“with my sword and my bow”).  
 36. See Sifra, Keddoshim 3:7 (on Lev 19:32 [ed. Weiss, 91a]); and b. Qidd. 32b. 
 37. See also Rashi’s commentary on Lev 19:32.  
 38. In contrast to Onkelos, Targum Neofiti and Pseudo-Jonathan follow—
essentially—the Hebrew text.  
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Rabbi Akiba who maintains that “if a heathen or a slave has intercourse 
with a Jewish woman, the issue is a mamzer.”39 Rabbi Ishmael interprets 
Deut 23:18 as a reference to bestiality (b. Sanh. 54b). 
 Thus, Targum Onkelos as well as Rabbi Akiba and Rabbi Ishmael 
ignore the peshat, preferring instead to interpret the text along lines far 
removed from the plain meaning of the biblical verse.40 In effect, rab-
binic interpretations attribute halachic rules to the deuteronomic inter-
diction of cult prostitution which were never intended by the author of 
the biblical verse.  

(8) One of the most progressive examples of deuteronomic legislation is: 
“Parents shall not be put to death for (offenses committed by their) 
children, nor shall children be put to death for parents; a person shall be 
put to death only for his own crime” (Deut 24:16; cf. 2 Kgs 14:6//2 Chr 
25:4). While God may indeed visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the 
children to the third and fourth generation (Exod 20:5; 34:7; Deut 5:9),41

an earthly court must judge each person according to his or her own 
deeds. Targum Onkelos, disregarding not only the plain meaning of the 
text, but also the practical application given to it by Amaziah, king of 
Judah (2 Kgs 14:5–6//2 Chr 25:3–4), renders Deut 24:16 as follows:

 (“Parents 
shall not be put to death on the testimony of [their] children, nor shall 

 39. That is, a bastard, who, according to Deut 23:3, was not permitted to “enter 
the assembly of the Lord,” understood by the Rabbis as an interdiction against 
marriage with a partner untainted by a bastard; see b. Qidd. 75b. 
 40. Rashi’s commentary on Deut 23:18 should be considered as no more than 
harmonization between the biblical verse and Targum Onkelos.  
 41. In one of the most daring rabbinic expositions—bordering on theological 
heresy—it was stated by Rabbi Jose ben Hanina, “Our Master Moses pronounced 
four (adverse) decrees against Israel, but four prophets came and revoked them” 
(b. Mak. 24a). One of these “decrees” was the Mosaic third and fourth generation 
punishment (Exod 20:5; 34:7; Deut 5:9), which was revoked in Ezek 18:4: “The 
person that sins, only he shall die.” The Rabbis, apparently aware of the theological 
difficulty of this explanation, and in line with the Targum Onkelos rendering in 
Aramaic, sought to lighten the third and fourth generation punishment by limiting it 
to cases where the children continued the evil ways of their fathers (b. Ber. 7a). On 
the other hand, there was also an attempt at a compromise between the contradictory 
theological positions by attributing the death of children to certain sins of omission 
committed by their fathers such as neglect of Torah study or of the Mitzvah of 
Mezuzah or else for failing to fulfill vows (b. Shab. 32b). However, such vicarious 
suffering, which is also the central theme of Deutero-Isaiah’s Suffering Servant (Isa 
53), cannot be reconciled with Ezekiel’s and the Chronicler’s doctrine of personal 
responsibility (see, e.g., Ezek 18:20; 1 Chr 10:13; 2 Chr 12:2; 25:4//2 Kgs 14:6).  
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children be put to death on the testimony of [their] parents, everyone shall
be put to death for his own sins”). The same interpretation is offered in 
Midrash Sifre (Deuteronomy 280)42 as well as in the both Talmudim,43

and Targum Jonathan on 2 Kgs 14:5–6.44

 This rabbinic interpretation, legitimate perhaps as a legal concept is 
manifestly inapplicable to the biblical statement as enunciated in Deut 
24:16. In fact, the case of the “stubborn and rebellious son,” who was 
punishable by death on the basis of the testimony of his parents (Deut 
21:18–21), proves that the evidence of close relatives was admissible 
(though rabbinic opinion tended to dismiss the entire process as purely 
hypothetical—so much so that it was believed never to have occurred in 
practice).45 It follows therefore that the rabbinic interpretation of Deut 
24:16 contradicts biblical law and practice.

(9) Among notable non-Jews who were presumed by the Rabbis to have 
converted to Judaism was Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law. Generally, he 
was highly praised by the Rabbis for his sagacity in advising Moses how 
to establish an efficient judicial system (Exod 18:13–23), his sincere con-
version after having functioned as an idolatrous priest, and his neophyte 
enthusiasm for the true faith which he endeavored to spread among his 
people.46 There were, nevertheless, also some critical comments emanat-
ing presumably from circles opposed to—or at least dubious about—the 
conversion of Gentiles. Thus, it was alleged that Jethro had expected that 
proselytes would be allocated a share in the Land of Israel. When he 
discovered that this is not going to be, he abandoned the Israelites and 
went home (Sifre, Numbers 80).47

 Rabbinic ambivalence concerning Jethro—in talmudic literature the 
prototype of a proselyte—is particularly evident in the interpretation of 
Exod 18:9, where it is stated that “Jethro rejoiced ( 48) for all the good 
the Lord had done for Israel.” Based on the similar sounds of the words 

— , Rab, the leading first-generation Babylonian Amora, states: 
“he (= Jethro) caused a sharp ( ) knife (lit. sword) to pass over his 
flesh” (i.e. he had himself circumcised; b. Sanh. 94a). On the other hand, 
based on the sounds of the words — , Rab’s colleague, Samuel, 

 42. Horovitz–Finkelstein, 297. 
 43. See y. Sanh. 3:10 (21c); b. Sanh. 27b. 
 44. In contrast, Targum of 2 Chr 25:3–4 translated the Hebrew text verbatim.  
 45. See t. Sanh. 11:6 and b. Sanh. 71a. 
 46. Mekilta Yitro 1–2; Horovitz–Rabin, 189–91, 200. 
 47. Horovitz–Finkelstein, 76. 
 48. Compare the Akkadian word adu (“to be happy”); see CAD, H, 25.  
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maintained that Jethro’s flesh was full of goose pimples ( ), 
that is to say that it crept with horror at the calamities that had befallen 
the Egyptians (Exod 18:8). Rab, commenting on Samuel’s interpretation, 
while still maintaining that Jethro became a proselyte, explained: “that is 
what people say, ‘before a proselyte even unto the tenth generation, do 
not speak disparagingly about a non-Jew’” (b. Sanh. 94a). In other words,
even if a Jew is descended from a proselyte who lived ten generations 
ago, he would still feel insulted on hearing a slighting remark against a 
Gentile. 
 Thus, both the leading Amoraim of third-century Babylonian Jewry 
agreed that Jethro, so far from rejoicing at Israel’s liberation from 
Egyptian servitude, was actually horror-stricken at the misfortunes of the 
Egyptians. Evidently, even sincere and righteous converts to Judaism 
were not altogether trusted, and were sometimes welcomed only with 
reservations. It is this reserved attitude to proselytes—shared, as we have 
seen, by the tannaitic Midrash (Sifre, Numbers 80), that is reflected in 
Rab’s and Samuel’s interpretations of Exod 18:9, which clearly con-
tradict the peshat (see Excursus immediately below). 

III. Excursus: The Rabbinic Attitude to Converts

In the course of the Second Temple era there was an ongoing dispute 
between Jewish religious leaders who were willing to welcome prose-
lytes49 and a minority of scholars who considered Judaism to be the 
exclusive domain of the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The 
disagreement is reflected in some late biblical historical writings, which 
report that Ezra and Nehemiah induced and virtually forced Jewish men 
who had married foreign wives to divorce them—without any option of 
conversion (Ezra 9–10; Neh 13:1–3, 23–27). In contrast, the author of 
the book of Chronicles avoids discussion of intermarriage altogether, and 
does not refrain from mentioning earlier biblical personalities who 
married non-Jews (1 Chr 2:3, 17; 2 Chr 2:12–13; 8:11; 12:13).50 The 
book of Ruth presents an almost idyllic picture of the welcome accorded 
to Ruth the Moabitess. She is treated with sensitivity by the people of 

 49. See also L. H. Feldman, “Conversion to Judaism in Classical Antiquity,” 
HUCA 74 (2003): 115–56. Feldman discusses the great increase in the number of 
Jews between the Babylonian Exile (587/6 BCE) and the first century CE. On the base 
of circumstantial evidence—“literary statements indicating the welcome that Jews 
extended to proselytes and the bitter opposition on the part of some Gentiles opposed 
to the movement” (p. 156)—he concludes that the increase was also a result of 
conversion to Judaism. 
 50. See Kalimi, An Ancient Israelite Historian, 54–56. 
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Bethlehem, marries Boaz, a well-to-do landowner, and becomes the 
ancestress of David, king of Israel (Ruth 4:13–22; 1 Chr 2:12–15). 
According to Isa 56:6–7, God Himself is depicted as loving proselytes: 
“the foreigners who attach themselves to the Lord, to minister to Him, to 
love the name of the Lord, to be His servants; all who keep the Sabbath 
and do not profane it, and who hold fast to My covenant—I will bring 
them to My holy mountain, and let them rejoice in My house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and sacrifices shall be welcome on My altar; for My 
house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” The entire pas-
sage is designed to welcome proselytes who feared, perhaps with good 
reason, that “the Lord will keep me apart from His people” (Isa 56:6; see 
also 66:19–21), a veiled indication of opposition to the acceptance of 
converts to Judaism.  
 In the Mishnaic age, Shemayah and Abtalyon, the leading scholars of 
their time (mid-first century BCE) were said to have been descendants of 
Sennacherib, king of Assyria (b. Gi . 57b; b. Sanh. 96b). They were held 
in great esteem and enjoyed extraordinary popularity. Thus, they were 
able to confront an arrogant high priest who held them in contempt 
because of their non-Jewish descent (b. Yoma 71b). Two or three gen-
erations later, a saintly scholar, Akabya ben Mahalalel, was excommu-
nicated because he had spoken disrespectfully about Shemayah and 
Abtalyon (m. Eduyyot 5:6) 
 Though there was no major halachic obstacle to the acceptance of 
sincere converts who were willing to take upon themselves all the 
obligations of Judaism, would-be converts who indicated any reserva-
tions or conditions were not universally welcomed. The same was true of 
converts suspected of ulterior motives. Shammai and Hillel, who were 
the leading disciples of Shemayah and Abtalyon, diametrically opposed 
each other on the question whether to accept less than perfect applicants 
for conversion who made unreasonable conditions or were not prepared 
to observe all the precepts of Judaism. Shammai rejected them, while 
Hillel welcomed them despite their initial reservations (b. Shab. 31a). 
 The majority of Rabbis were strongly in favor of proselytization, and 
there are numerous pronouncements praising and welcoming converts. 
Some examples are as follows: (1) “When Israel is performing the will of 
the Holy One, blessed be He, He goes around the whole world to see 
who among the nations of the world is righteous, and he brings him and 
attaches him to Israel, for example Jethro and Rahab…” (y. Ber. 12:8 
[5c]). (2) “The Holy One, blessed be He, exiled Israel among the nations 
only in order that proselytes might join them” (b. Pesa . 87b). (3) “Who-
ever brings a proselyte near [to God] it is as though he created him” 
(Gen. Rab. 84:4). (4) Converting Gentiles to Judaism was considered 
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highly praiseworthy, so much so that even Abraham and Sarah were 
imagined to have engaged in missionary activities.51 (5) The prophet 
Obadiah was assumed to have been an Edomite proselyte (b. Sanh. 39b). 
(6) According to rabbinic legend, Joshua converted and married the
Canaanite harlot Rahab, and no less than eight prophets, including Jere-
miah and Ezekiel, were descended from them (b. Meg. 14b). (7) Even the 
descendants of the enemies of the Jewish people—such as the Baby-
lonian general Nebuzaradan and the Roman emperor Nero (from whom 
Rabbi Meir was said to have been descended; b. Gi . 56a)—were said to 
have been sincere proselytes. (8) Incredibly, even the descendants of 
Haman were supposed to have not only converted but also to have been 
students of Torah, while the descendants of the Canaanite general Sisera 
rose to become Torah teachers of school children in Jerusalem (b. Gi .
57b; b. Sanh. 96b). Thus, the triumph of Judaism would be complete with
the conversion of the descendants of the worst enemies of the Jewish 
people. The obvious purpose of such non-historical Aggadot was to dem-
onstrate that the gates of Judaism were open to all who wished to join. 
 There was, however, another side to the coin. Proselytes were not 
always strictly observant. The unreliability of a considerable number of 
proselytes may have been the principal reason why a minority of Rabbis 
exercised caution before accepting non-Jews for conversion, unless their 
absolute sincerity was beyond question. In order to qualify as “proselytes 
of righteousness” ( ) they had to accept the “yoke of the Torah” 
without reservations, after having been warned that becoming a Jew 
involved not only observance of a multitude of commandments but also 
being exposed to persecution, oppression, contempt and a variety of 
afflictions (b. Yabam. 47a–b). Thus, the would-be convert was often 
discouraged and weakened in his purpose, and only the most persistent 
and enthusiastic were admitted into the fold. Proselytes were blamed for 
delaying the coming of the Messiah (b. Nidd. 13b); and there was even 
an extreme opinion that “proselytes are as hard for Israel to endure as 
a scab” (b. Yabam. 47b; 109b; b. Qidd. 70b). Worse still, those who 
accepted non-Jews for conversion were threatened with “one evil after 
another” (b. Yabam. 109b). 
 It was in line with this unfavorable attitude to proselytes that some 
Rabbis stated that in the happy days of David and Solomon proselytes 
were not accepted, and the same would apply to the Messianic age (b. 
Yabam. 24b)—the assumption being that non-Jews who wished to join 
the Jewish people in times of Israel’s prosperity were not sincere converts. 

 51. Cf. Targum Onkelos to Gen 12:5; b. Sanh. 99b; Gen. Rab. 39:14; see also 
Rashi’s commentary on Gen 12:5. 
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 Halachically, the status of proselytes was very low—just above that of 
a manumitted slave (m. Hor. 3:8). Contempt for proselytes was also 
implied by the permission granted to them to marry female bastards—a 
“privilege” not granted to born Jews (b. Qidd. 73a; cf. m. Qidd. 4:1). 
This discrimination was applicable up to ten generations after the 
conversion (b. Qidd. 75a). Moreover, not only were Cohanim (men of 
priestly descent) forbidden to marry proselyte women (m. Qidd. 4:1), but 
even lay Israelites were advised, “Do not marry a proselyte woman” (b.
Ber. 8b). It is in light of such conflicting views regarding the acceptance 
of non-Jews for conversion to Judaism that the rabbinic interpretation of 
Exod 18:9 about Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, is to be understood.52

IV. Conclusion

Why did the Rabbis resort to such deliberate misinterpretation and mis-
translation contrary to the plain meaning of biblical texts? It must be 
pointed out that the Rabbis were well aware that they were frequently 
contradicting the peshat. After all, it is an accepted rabbinic dictum that 

 (“A verse cannot depart from its ordinary mean-
ing”).53 Nevertheless, when it was necessary to reach a judicial verdict or 
establish a halachic rule, it was considered essential to discover some 
biblical support, even if no more than an —a slight unconvincing 
support which the Talmud dismisses as it were as a support only (

, b. ul. 64b).54

 The entire process of halachic derash and its increasing distance from 
peshat is wonderfully illustrated in an Aggadah—a fictional story told by 
Rab, the most prominent third-century Babylonian Amora and founder of 
the Yeshiva (talmudic academy) in Sura. According to the story, Moses 
was told by God that after many generations there would arise a man by 
the name of Akiba ben Yossef, a man who “will expound upon each title 
(of the letters in the Torah scrolls) heaps and heaps of halachot.” Moses, 
anxious to see this phenomenal sage, was permitted to attend a lecture by 
Rabbi Akiba. Like an inferior student, Moses was seated eight rows 
behind those reserved for Rabbi Akiba’s more advanced disciples. 
Unable to understand the complicated halachic arguments, Moses was 

 52. See above, Section II, example (9). 
 53. Cf. b. Shab. 63a; b. Yebam. 11b, and especially Yebam. 24a, where Raba is 
quoted as saying that “throughout the Torah no text loses its ordinary meaning.” 
 54. See I. Kalimi, “Die Bibel und die klassisch-jüdische Bibelauslegung. Eine 
Interpretations- und Religionsgeschichtliche Studie,” ZAW 114 (2002): 594–610 
(603).  



 KALIMI  Targumic and Midrashic Exegesis 31 

1

upset—until he heard Rabbi Akiba’s reply to a question, “It is a law 
given unto Moses at Sinai”—whereupon Moses was at ease (b. Mena .
29b).55

 It is not difficult to surmise the purpose of this imaginative Aggadah. 
Its author, Rab, wanted to convey his insight into the vast difference 
between the simple, straightforward, and unsophisticated laws of the 
Torah and the extraordinary halachic developments, especially since the 
time of Rabbi Akiba who read into every word, every letter and even 
every title of the Torah “heaps and heaps of halachot.” No wonder that 
Moses, the very author of the Torah, was no longer able to comprehend 
the halachot taught in his name. 
 The rabbinic conception of the Torah as  (“the Torah/Law of 
life”) means that every Jew in every generation is strictly obligated to 
keep its laws according to the authoritative interpretation and conceptu-
alization of the Rabbis, and theirs only. Thus, the phrase “It (= the 
Torah’s commandments) is not in heaven” (Deut 30:12) was interpreted 
in this theological direction: the Torah was given for human beings on 
earth—not to angels in heaven—to interpret and live according its laws. 
Therefore, even “a heavenly voice” is unable to influence how and 
according to whom a halachic decision should be done. The latter is 
wonderfully illustrated by a story (b. Baba Me ia 59a–59b) concerning 
the dispute between Rabbi Eliezer ben Horkenus and Rabbi Joshua and 
the vast majority of the Rabbis. Though “a heavenly voice” was in favor 
of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Joshua and other Rabbis concluded the halacha
oppositely:  

We learnt elsewhere: If he cut it into separate tiles, placing sand between 
each tile: Rabbi Eliezer declared it clean, and the Sages declared it 
unclean; and this was the oven of ‘Aknai.56 Why [the oven of] ‘Aknai?—
Said Rab Judah in Samuel’s name: [It means] that they encompassed it 
with arguments as a snake, and proved it unclean. It has been taught: on 

 55. See Kalimi, “Die Bibel und die klassisch-jüdische Bibelauslegung,” 603. 
 56. The English translation here is adopted with some changes from the Judaic 
Classics Library. On this point the translator notes as follow: “This refers to an 
oven, which, instead of being made in one piece, was made in a series of separate 
portions with a layer of sand between each. Rabbi Eliezer maintains that since each 
portion in itself is not a utensil, the sand between prevents the whole structure from 
being regarded as a single utensil, and therefore it is not liable to uncleanness. The 
Sages however hold that the outer coating of mortar or cement unifies the whole, and 
it is therefore liable to uncleanness (this is the explanation given by Maimonides on 
the m. Kelim 5:10. Rashi [ad loc.] adopts a different reasoning). ‘Aknai is a proper 
noun, probably the name of a master, but it also means ‘snake’ which meaning the 
Talmud proceeds to discuss.” 
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that day Rabbi Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but 
they did not accept them. Said he to them: “If the halachah agrees with 
me, let this carob-tree prove it!” Thereupon the carob-tree was torn a hun-
dred cubits out of its place—others affirm, four hundred cubits. “No proof 
can be brought from a carob-tree,” they retorted. Again he said to them: 
“If the halachah agrees with me, let the stream of water prove it!” 
Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards—“No proof can be 
brought from a stream of water,” they rejoined. Again he urged: “If the 
halachah agrees with me, let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it,” 
whereupon the walls inclined to fall. But Rabbi Joshua rebuked them, 
saying: “When scholars are engaged in a halachic dispute, what have you 
to interfere?” Hence they did not fall, in honor of Rabbi Joshua, nor did 
they resume the upright, in honor of Rabbi Eliezer; and they are still 
standing thus inclined. Again he said to them: “If the halachah agrees 
with me, let it be proved from Heaven!” Whereupon a Heavenly Voice 
cried out: “Why do you dispute with Rabbi Eliezer, seeing that in all 
matters the halachah agrees with him!” But Rabbi Joshua arose and 
exclaimed: “It is not in heaven.” What did he mean by this?—Said Rabbi 
Jeremiah: That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay 
no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because You had long since written in 
the Torah at Mount Sinai, “After the majority must one incline” (Exod 
23:2).  
 Rabbi Nathan met Elijah (the Prophet) and asked him: What did the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, do in that hour?—He laughed [with joy], he 
replied, saying, “My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me.” 

Thus, despite the supreme holiness of the “Written Torah” among all the 
Jewish Scriptures, the “Oral Torah” is considered the most authoritative 
in one’s daily life and behavior! 
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THE PALESTINIAN TARGUMS TO GENESIS 4:8: 
A NEW APPROACH TO AN OLD CONTROVERSY

Rimon Kasher 

One of the targumic texts most discussed in modern scholarly literature 
is perhaps the dispute between Cain and Abel (Gen 4:8). As far back as 
1959, Grelot published an article, thirty pages long, trying to establish a 
chronological frame to the various texts.1 Since then there were appeared 
several studies, both as articles2 and as chapters in books.3 One might 
think that there is nothing to add—nevertheless, I would like to make a 
little contribution of my own. 
 It is evident from the synoptic table (see below) that the Palestinian 
Targums may reflect—in my mind—two different targumic traditions. 
The first, more common, one weaves into the translation an ideological 
dispute between Cain and Abel, thus filling the gap in the text, “Cain said 
to his brother Abel…” The other, attested in only one document, trans-
lates the biblical text as it is, without any expansion. This tradition may 
be found in a marginal gloss to MS Neofiti 1. Judging from its content 

 1. P. Grelot, “Les Targums du Pentateuque: Etude comparative d’après Genèse, 
IV, 3–16,” Semitica 9 (1959): 59–88. 
 2. Cf. J. Ramón Díaz, “Dos Notas Sobre el Targum Palestinense,” Sefarad 19 
(1959): 134–36; R. Le Déaut, “Traditions targumiqes dans le corpus paulinien?” 
Biblica 42 (1961): 30–36; G. Vermes, “The Targumic Versions of Genesis IV 3–16,”
The Annual of Leeds University Oriental Society 3 (1961–62): 81–114; Sh. Isenberg, 
“An Anti-Sadducee Polemiv in the Palestinian Targum Tradition,” HTR 63 (1970): 
433–44; B. Chilton, “A Comparative Study of Synoptic Development: The Dispute 
between Cain and Abel in the Palestinian Targums and the Beelzebul Controversy in 
the Gospel,” JBL 101 (1982): 553–62; J. M. Bassler, “Cain and Abel in the Pales-
tinian Targums,” JSJ 17 (1986): 56–64.  
 3. Cf. M. McNamara, The New Testament and the Palestinian Targum to the 
Pentateuch (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1966), 156–60; J. Bowker, The 
Targums and Rabbinic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 
132–41; H. A. Fishel, Rabbinic Literature and Greco-Roman Philosophy (Leiden: 
Brill, 1973), 35–50; A. Shinan, The Biblical Story as Reflected in its Aramaic Trans-
lations (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1993 [Hebrew]), 79–82. 
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and language, this gloss reflects an original Palestinian targumic tradi-
tion, which is not a copy of the literal Onkelos. The words 

 do not occur in Onkelos, but they do occur in all the Palestinian 
Targum traditions. The word  (“both of us”) is characteristic of the 
Palestinian Targums, which decline the number “two” on the basis of 

, unlike Onkelos (and Jonathan on First Prophets), which use , on 
the basis of . Moreover, the phrase , in which the pronoun is 
independent, is characteristic of Palestinian Aramaic, as against Onkelos 
(and Jonathan on First Prophets), where the pronominal suffix is usually 
attached to the verb . The text thus meets several criteria which 
associate it with the Palestinian targumic tradition, rather than being a 
variant of Onkelos. 
 The division of Palestinian Targums into literal and expansive is quite 
rare, but it does occur. Thus, for example, the expansion describing 
Moses’ reaction to the death of his brother Aaron may be found in the 
Fragmentary Targum, in Pseudo-Jonathan and in the margins of Neofiti
(to Num 20:29),4 but not in Neofiti itself;5 the expansion describing the 
identical wills of Esau to his son Eliphaz and of Eliphaz to his son 
Amalek (Deut 25:17) is found only in MS Paris of the Fragmentary 
Targum,6 not in any other Palestinian Targum. The different translations 
to Gen 4:8 are another specimen to the same phenomenon: literal and 
non-literal traditions.  
 The important question in our context is whether the two targumic 
traditions of Cain and Abel are chronologically simultaneous, or should 
one be considered early and primary, the other as late and secondary. 

 4. 
][

Ö  (“And all the people of the assembly saw Moses descending from the moun-
tain, his garments rent and ashes on his head, and he was crying, and he said: ‘Woe 
because of you, Aaron, the pillar of praying of the Israelites, who would atone for 
them.’ At that moment, the Israelites believed that Aaron had died…” [FT MS Paris]). 
 5. Neofiti renders the targumic verse literally: …
(“And all the people of the congregation saw that Aaron had died…”) 
 6. 

 .
'Ö  (“When the fixed time came for the wicked Esau to be gathered up from 

within the world, he called to Eliphaz, his son, and he commanded him: ‘When the 
Israelites come forth from the land of Egypt, and their spirits are exhausted from 
subjugation at bricks; then you shall go forth against them, and engage them in 
battle.’ When the fixed time came for the wicked Eliphaz to be gathered up from 
within the world, he called to Amalek, his son, and he commanded him, etc.”).  
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 As far as Aramaic translations of the Bible are concerned, both options 
are available: the first option is based on the evolutionary convention that 
a shorter, literal translation is early, while one featuring an expansion is 
late.7 The second holds that the expansion is primary, its absence being a 
consequence of deliberate omission at a later date, as in the editorial 
work of Alfonso de Zamora.8

 In this article I would like to propose a few ways to determine the 
chronological sequence of the two traditions, the short, literal one and the 
expansive, expository one. 

(1) According to the Geniza Targum (and the closely related Pseudo-
Jonathan), the dispute between Cain and Abel was concerned mainly 
with the question: What is the guiding principle of human fate—God’s 
mercy or man’s actions? Cain’s view is that the world was created and is 
dependent on Divine mercy, whereas Abel holds that the world is 
governed by the principle of reward and punishment: 

] [

] [

(Genizah MS B)

And Cain said to his brother Abel: Come let us both go out to open field; 
and when they had both gone out to the open field [Cain] spoke up and 
said to Abel: I have observed that the world was created with partiality, 
and it is conducted with partiality; for what reason was your offering 
received from you with favor, and mine was not received with favor. 
Abel, then began and said to Cain: How can it be that the world was 
created with partiality, and is conducted with partiality? Rather, it is 
conducted according to the fruits of good deeds. Because my deeds were 
better than yours, my offering was received from me with favor, and 
yours was not received with favor. And they were both arguing in the 
open field; and Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him. 

The question is now: How do the Palestinian Targums themselves, taken 
as a whole, answer this question? Is the world governed by Divine mercy 
or as determined by human action or inaction? 
 The Geniza Targum which contains the above expansion (MS B in 
Klein’s edition, dated to around 1000 CE) features both doctrines. 

 7. Cf. Grelot, “Les Targums du Pentateuque,” 85–88. 
 8. Cf. M. Goshen-Gottstein, “The ‘Third Targum’ on Esther and Ms. Neofiti 1,” 
Biblica 56 (1975): 301–29.  
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 According to its translation of Gen 4:7 (one verse before that under 
discussion) it is man’s actions that determine his fate and the idea of 
freedom of choice is emphasized: 

 Ö

Why, if you improve your deeds in this world it will be pardoned and 
remitted for you in the world to come… Indeed sin crouches at the gate of 
your heart; but I have placed in your hand control over the evil inclina-
tion, and you shall over it, whether for better or for worse. 

On the other hand, the same MS of the Genizah Targum also speaks of 
God’s mercy governing the world, resulting, for example, in the cessa-
tion of the flood: 

][][

And the Memra of the Lord in his good mercies remembered Noah and 
all the beasts and all the cattle that were with him in the ark; and the 
Memra of the Lord made a merciful wind over the earth; and the waters 
subsided. (Gen 8:1) 

Is the disagreement between Cain and Abel inherent to the Targum 
itself?
 According to our expansion in Neofiti (and similarly in the Fragment 
Targum), Cain denies both doctrines, subscribing neither to the principle 
that the world was created in mercy nor to that of reward and punish-
ment. Abel, by contrast, is described as a believer in both doctrines: the 
world was created in mercy and is governed by the principle of reward 
and punishment. An examination of the whole Targum Neofiti shows the 
simultaneous presence of both doctrines. 
 On the one hand, the world was not only created in mercy (Targum to 
Gen 1:2: , “And the spirit of 
mercy from the Lord’s presence was sweeping over the water”), but it is 
also governed in mercy (referring both to Noah9 and to Abraham,10

 9. Neofiti to Gen 8:1: 
 (“And the Lord, in his good 

mercies, remembered Noah and his sons and all the wild beasts and all the cattle that 
were with him in the ark, and the Lord made a spirit of mercies pass over the earth 
and the waters stood still”).  
 10. Neofiti to Gen 19:29: 

 (“And when the Lord destroyed the cities of the Plain, 
the Lord in his good mercies remembered Abraham and sent Lot forth from the 
midst of the destruction”).  
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Sarah,11 Rachel,12 and Israel13). Not surprisingly, human beings’ prayers 
to God frequently employ the formula /
(“entreating You, O Lord, for mercy”).14

 Indeed Neofiti rules that the world is governed not only in mercy but 
also by the principle of reward and punishment (see, e.g., the expansion 
of Gen 38:25: …, “With the measure that a 
person measures is he [himself] measured”).  
 Here, too, as in the Geniza Targum, the situation is complex: the theo-
logical argument attributed to Abel, according to which humanity is 
judged only in accordance with the principle of reward and punishment, 
is inconsistent with the Targum to other verses, whether in the Geniza 
Targum or in Neofiti.
 The difference between the expansion concerned here—the dispute 
between Cain and Abel—and the targumic corpuses in general is basic: 
While the Targums themselves seem to confirm both doctrines, Divine 
mercy along with human action, the targumic expansion of Cain and 
Abel’s argument has settled the question once and for all: human fate is 
directly proportional to human deeds. I believe this is a difference of 
principle, raising some suspicion as to whether our passage, with its 
dogmatic—theological overtones, is an integral part of its context. 

(2) The chronological relationship between the two targumic traditions of 
the verse dealing with the murder of Abel may also be elucidated by 
comparative considerations. Glenthøj, in his important and interesting 
book, Cain and Abel in Syriac and Greek Writers,15 has demonstrated a 
certain resemblance between the Palestinian Targums under discussion 
here and Christian exegesis of the fourth to fifth centuries. In both con-
texts, the conflict between “Grace” and “Justice” is clearly expressed. 
Some Christian commentators, such as Ephrem and Jacob of Serugh, dis-
cuss these theological principles in their commentaries to the Cain episode

 11. Neofiti to Gen 21:1: ][ … (“And the Lord remem-
bered Sarah in his good mercies…). 
 12. Neofiti to Gen 30:22:  ÖÖ  (“…The Lord in his 
good mercies remembered Rachel…”). 
 13. Neofiti to Exod 23:20: 
(“Behold, I send an angel of mercy before you to guard you in the land”); Num 
20:16: ] [  (“and he sent [an angel] of mercy and 
delivered us from Egypt”). 
 14. Cf. the prayers of Adam—Neofiti to Gen 3:18; Abraham—ibid. to 22:14; 
Tamar—ibid. to 38:25; Moses—ibid. to Exod 4:10. 
 15. J. B. Glenthøj, Cain and Abel in Syriac and Greek Writers (Leuven: Peeters, 
1997). 
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in Genesis. Moreover, in the Syriac “Dialogue Poems” (= Soghyatha)
one finds several arguments between Cain and Abel, the oldest of which, 
as established by Sebastian Brock, may be dated no later than the fifth
century.16 This dialogue touches not infrequently on the topics of Grace, 
Compassion, Justice, and Law. Thus, for example, Abel exhorts Cain 
with the words, “Ask for mercy and then you will find rest.”17

 I think, however, that we must pay particular attention to the end of 
the fourth and beginning of the fifth centuries, when Christianity was 
torn by a dispute over the connection between divine grace and human 
freedom of action. The dispute arose in connection with Pelagius (d. 418 
CE). On a visit to the Land of Israel in 415, he was brought before 
councils in both Jerusalem and Lydda, where he defended his position 
and was acquitted. True, Pelagius did not entirely reject the concept of 
divine grace, but tried to minimize the role of the divine grace in sal-
vation: he did not contrast it with human action but spoke of its role as an 
aid to human beings seeking the right path.18

 I would like to propose, as a hypothesis, that the Palestinian Tar- 
gums we are considering also reflect the dispute of the fourth and fifth
centuries. In light of the internal Christian controversy, whose echoes 
also reached the Land of Israel, the Palestinian translators reacted in their 
own way to the question of the relationship between mercy and justice, 
between grace and divine retribution. Judging from the Palestinian 
Targums at our disposal, the translators’ reactions were not uniform. 
Some adopted extreme positions: Cain rejects both doctrines, while Abel 
accepts both. Others confined the argument to the question of how the 
world is governed: Cain holds that it was created and is governed in a 
spirit of mercy, whereas Abel believes it was indeed created in mercy but 
is governed according to human actions. 
 At a later stage, the argument between Cain and Abel was extended 
beyond Pelagius’s question: besides the controversy over divine grace 
and justice, other controversies were introduced, such as the existence of 
a judge and adjudication in general, and the immortality of the soul. 

 16. See S. P. Brock, “Two Syriac Dialogue Poems on Abel and Cain,” Le
Museon 113 (2000): 333–75. On the dispute-poems in the ancient Aramaic literature, 
see the survey of R. Murray, “Aramaic and Syriac Dispute and their Connections,” 
in Studia Aramaica: New Sources and New Approaches (ed. M. J. Geller, J. C. 
Greenfield, and M. P. Weitzman; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 157–87.  
 17. Brock, “Two Syriac Dialogue Poems,” 355: .
 18. On Pelagius and his thought (= Pelagianism), see, e.g., G. Bonner, s.v.
“Pelagius / Pelagianischerstreit,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie 27 (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 1996), 176–85; B. R. Rees, Pelagius: Life and Letters (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 1998). 
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 The last stage in the evolution within the Targums is probably one of 
the versions of the Targumic Toseftot, whether in the Geniza fragments 
published by Michael Klein,19 or in the first printed editions, such as 
Lisbon 1491, published by Sperber.20 Here the original argument has 
“disappeared,” leaving only the late subjects: the existence of a judge, 
the immortality of the soul. I cannot explain why the expansion offered 
in a Targumic Tosefta is shorter than the parallel translation in Neofiti
and the Fragmentary Targums. It seems clear that the frame of the 
translation, that is, the opening and the conclusion, belong to the Onkelos 
tradition: “Cain said to his brother Abel…and it came to pass, when they 
were in the field, that Cain set upon his brother Abel and killed him.” 
The gap in the Onkelos frame was probably filled by interpolating a pas-
sage from the Palestinian targumic tradition. However, as already stated, 
this passage already belonged to a later stage of targumic expansion. 
 All in all, examination of the Targums to Gen 4:8 shows that the 
Palestinian Targums emerged and evolved over a long period of time. 
They began as literal translations, closely following the Hebrew text. 
Later, under the influence of an internal controversy within Christianity, 
a “Jewish” reaction was formulated and incorporated in the targumic 
text. Even later, this reaction was expanded to include a kind of Jewish 
“credo.” In a much later period, the “credo” passage gained independ-
ence and was interpolated into Targum Onkelos.  

 19. M. L. Klein, Genizah Manuscripts of Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1986), 1:11. 
 20. A. Sperber, The Bible in Aramaic. Vol. 1, The Pentateuch According to 
Targum Onkelos (Leiden: Brill, 1959), 354. 
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REUBEN’S DEED (GENESIS 35:22) IN JEWISH EXEGESIS:
WHAT HAPPENED THERE?

Bernard Grossfeld 

Genesis 35:22 provides a terse and concise statement 

which one may translate as follows: 

Then Reuben proceeded to lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine and 
Israel heard. 

According to Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Joshua, who interpret the biblical 
text literally, Gen 35:22 indicates that Reuben actually committed a sin 
with Bilhah.1 As James Kugel points out, this is also the opinion of the 
authors of The Testament of Reuben and the book of Jubilees,2 in which 
texts Reuben actually confesses his sin to his father Jacob. 
 Interpretation of Reuben’s actions throughout Rabbinic literature is 
signaled by Rabbi Samuel bar Na mani’s statement in the name of Rabbi 
Jonathan in b. Shab. 55b: 

 , ,
 ,

Whoever maintains that Reuben sinned is merely making an error, for it 
is said: “Now the sons of Jacob were twelve” (Gen 35:22), teaching that 
they were all equal. Then how do I interpret: “and he lay with Bilhah his 
father’s concubine”? This teaches that he transposed his father’s couch, 
and Scripture imputes blame to him as though he had lain with her.3

 1.  See Gen. Rab. 98:4 (Theodor–Albeck, 1254). 
 2. J. L. Kugel, “Reuben’s Sin with Bilhah in the Testament of Reuben,” in 
Pomegranates and Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical, Jewish, Near Eastern Ritual, 
Law and Literature in Honor of Jacob Milgrom (ed. D. P. Wright et al.; Winona 
Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 525–54. 
 3. On this formula, see the discussion by I. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis and 
Theological Controversy: Studies in Scriptures in the Shadow of External Contro-
versies (Jewish and Christian Heritage, 2; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002), 81. 
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According to this reading, then, Gen 35:22 was not to be taken literally, 
but was rather an act of vengeance on behalf of his mother Leah, this 
particular Rabbinic text being reflective of the virtual Rabbinic con-
sensus that Reuben’s deed was directed towards his father Jacob’s bias 
against Leah by continuing his favoritism for Rachel even after her death 
—this being manifest in the positive way he acts towards Rachel’s maid, 
Bilhah.  
 Thus, according to Gen. Rab. (98:4, 1254–55): 

 ,
.

All the time that Rachel was alive, her bed was placed near Jacob’s bed. 
When Rachel died, our Patriarch Jacob took Bilhah’s bed and placed it 
near his bed.4

 By placing Bilhah’s bed next to his own after Rachel’s death, Jacob, in 
essence, made her his principal wife. This belief emerges from Rabbi 
Simeon b. Eleazar’ statement that follows on the heels of Rabbi Samuel 
bar Na mani’s (b. Shab. 55b): 

 , :
? !

He resented his mother’s humiliation. Said he: If my mother’s sister was 
a rival to my mother, shall the maid of my mother’s sister be a rival to my 
mother?! Thereupon, he proceeded to transpose her couch. 

This argument, a minore ad maius, serves as the basis for similar inter-
pretations of Reuben’s action in the Midrash.5

 The Targum (Pseudo-Jonathan to Gen 35:22) reads: 

Whereupon Reuben went and disarranged the bed of Bilhah, his father’s 
concubine, which he (Jacob) had arranged to be opposite the bed of Leah 
his mother; now this was attributed to him as if he had actually had 
intercourse with her. 

A somewhat more elaborate explanation leading up to Reuben’s deed is 
present in another part of Gen. Rab. 97:6

 4. Theodor–Albeck, 1254–55.
 5. For which cf. Gen. Rab. 98:4 (Theodor–Albeck, 1254); Tan uma A  XI 
(Buber, 109); Sifre Deut  347 (Horovitz–Finkelstein, 405); and in Targum 
Pseudo-Jonathan. 
 6. Theodor–Albeck, 1205.
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 , …
Ö  ,

…But when his mother Leah died, Jacob brought Bilhah and placed her 
on the bed. When Reuben saw this, he became jealous and proceeded to 
exchange the bed… 

From the foregoing examples we see that the evidence from an extensive 
range of Rabbinic texts yields the following composite picture of the 
sequence of events leading to Reuben’s act described Gen 35:22. The 
situation appears to have been that during Rachel’s lifetime, Jacob kept 
his bed in her tent. Upon her death he transferred it into the tent of her 
maid Bilhah, thus incurring the wrath of his son Reuben, who in turn, re-
routes his father’s bed into the tent of his mother Leah to avenge her 
double humiliation. All of this stands in contrast to the version of events 
recounted less favorably by Scripture, where it obliquely suggested that 
Reuben actually had sexual intercourse with his father’s concubine 
Bilhah. 
 From the above-cited Rabbinic texts, the situation appears to have 
been a straightforward sequence of events, explaining the actions of a 
loyal son in taking up the cause of defending his mother’s honor. There 
are, however, a number of other Rabbinic passages which indicate that 
the matter was far from being as simple as it first appears. To start with, 
in Gen. Rab. 98:4, there is Rabbi Berekhiah’s stunning statement on Gen 
49:4: 

' :

“Your father’s beds” (Gen 49:4). Rabbi Berekhiah observed: Not your 
father’s bed, but “your father’s beds” is written here. Bilhah’s bed and 
Zilphah’s bed.7

Here, for the first time, we have Zilpah mentioned as being involved in 
this affair. Rabbi Berekhiah’s opinion appears to be a solitaire one, 
prompted exclusively by the grammatical difficulty of the plural form of 

Ô›  in Gen 49:4.  
 Another Rabbinic opinion, attested in b. Shab. 55b, interprets the 
singular noun Í  in Gen 49:4 as plural, and consequently also attributes 
two disarrangements to Reuben: 

 ,
Í Í

 7. Theodor–Albeck, 1254. 



 GROSSFELD  Reuben’s Deed (Genesis 35:22) in Jewish Exegesis 47 

1

Others say: He disarranged two beds, that of the Divine Presence and that 
of his father, as it is written, “then you defiled my bed,” do not read “my 
bed” but “my beds.”  

However, here 1 Chr 5:1 should be considered where Í  occurs in the 
plural. Some scholars attribute this plural as being influenced by Ô  in 
Gen 49:4.8

 In the Genesis account, Jacob, in blessing Reuben, implicitly describes 
him as having committed a sin with Bilhah. How, then, does Zilpah get 
thrown into the picture simply on the basis of a grammatical problem? 
Theodor–Albeck9 erroneously attempts to relate the  plural in the 
Midrash to b. Sanh. 54a where  of Lev 20:13 rather refers to

, “there are two modes of intimacy with a woman,” these 
being explained as the natural and the unnatural types. 
 Besides Rabbi Berekhiah’s observation, a rather different approach to 
Reuben’s deed is taken in a Rabbinic text that occurs in two Midrashim 
(with very slight variation), according to which Reuben’s deed as men-
tioned in Jacob’s blessing (Gen 49:4) refers not to this act with Bilhah 
recorded in Gen 35:22, but rather to an action he took after overhearing 
his mother Leah’s exchange with Rachel over his mandrakes, described 
in Gen 30:14–15. 
 The first of the Rabbinic texts, Tan uma A  IX, runs as follows: 

(Gen 30:15)  '

“Because you went up to your father’s bed” you have brought up your 
father’s bed. When? At the time of the mandrakes (incident)—“is it a 
small matter that you have taken my husband, etc. Therefore he will sleep 
with you tonight” (Gen 35:15), “then you have defiled my bed” (Gen 49:4).

The midrashic interpretation focuses on the word , “you went up,” a 
Qal perfect that is here transformed into a Piel perfect  with a 
causative connotation, “you have brought up (i.e. the bed),” and thus 
disarranged its proper setting.  
 The second of the Rabbinic texts, Gen. Rab. 99:7 (Theodor–Albeck, 
1277), reads thus: 

 8. Cf. A. Shinan and Y. Zakovitch, The Story of Reuben and Bilhah: Gen. 35.21–
26 in the Bible The Old Versions and the Ancient Jewish Literature (Research 
Projects of the Institute of Jewish Studies Monograph Series 3; Jerusalem: The 
Hebrew University, 1963 [Hebrew]), 14. 
 9. Theodor–Albeck, 1254 n. 8. 
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“Because you went up to your father’s bed” (Gen 49:4). When you 
brought the mandrakes and your mother said to her sister: “Is it a small 
matter that you have taken my husband?” (Gen 30:15). Then you went up 
to my bed and defiled my couch. 

Accordingly, Reuben, overhearing the deal that Leah had struck with 
Rachel—mandrakes in exchange for Jacob’s companionship for the 
night—rushes to Rachel’s tent while the rivals were still conversing, and 
transfers Jacob’s bed into his own mother’s tent. What is of significance
here, especially in the Genesis Rabbah version, is the interpretation of 
Gen 49:4’s  not as a plural construct, Ô , “beds of,” but as Ô ,
“my bed,” a singular noun with first person singular pronominal suffix. 
This explanation at once eliminates the difficulty that faced Rabbi 
Berekhiah, who resorted to an interpretation which made Reuben 
culpable twice for the same deed and brought Zilpah into the picture. 
 Yet another solution for the plural  of Gen 49:4 is offered by 
Rabbi Abahu in Gen. Rab. 97:4 (Theodor–Albeck, 1254): 

, “Thereupon, he went up and disarranged the beds.” Here 
serves as the midrashic equivalent of the biblical  (as does Í  in 
1 Chr 5:1) and refers to the two beds (Leah’s and Bilhah’s) that were 
involved in the transpositions carried out by Reuben. Rather than have 
Reuben transpose the one bed of Jacob from Bilhah’s to Leah’s tent, he 
switched the ladies’ two beds. 
 Summarizing the situation as it stands so far, we have four divergent 
explanations for the word  in Gen 49:4: 

(1) Rabbi Berekhiah’s view that the plural refers to Bilhah’s as well 
as Zilphah’s beds, according to which Reuben committed the same 
deed twice, once each with his father’s two concubines (Gen. Rab.
98:4). 

(2) The view that the word  is to be vocalized as a singular noun 
with a pronominal first personal singular suffix—thus, Ô› , “my 
bed”—according to which it refers to Reuben’s act of having 
transferred Jacob’s bed from Rachel’s to Leah’s tent during the 
mandrake incident (Gen. Rab. 99:7 and Tan uma A  IX). 

(3) Rabbi Abahu’s view that the plural  refers to the bed of his 
mother Leah and the bed of Bilhah, the maid of his mother’s rival 
Rachel, both of which Reuben transposed from one to the other’s 
tent. 

(4) The view that the singular  of Gen 49:4 can be interpreted as a 
plural, Í , thereby creating a situation in which Reuben dis-
arranged two beds, that of the Divine Presence and that of his 
father, which is in line with the plural form of this noun in 1 Chr 
5:1. 
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Of these interpretative options, what presents us with a difficulty is 
Rabbi Berekhiah’s opinion concerning the involvement of Zilpah in this 
incident. The fact of the matter is that the biblical text does not even 
mention Zilpah in the present context. This being the case, how are we to 
understand Rabbi Berekhiah’s interpretation? Perhaps the following 
reconstruction of the chain of events which led Reuben to twice commit 
this deed involving the transposition of beds may be proposed: 

It is surely no secret that Jacob loved Rachel. Genesis 29:10 makes it 
clear that Jacob had feelings for Rachel from the moment he first saw 
her, and immediately in 29:11 we see his first show of affection towards 
her. This depth of feeling is underlined still further in 29:18,

. Furthermore, Jacob was willing to work seven years of his life in 
order to marry her. His feelings towards Leah are no secret either. They 
first surface in 29:30, where we are told, , and worse 
in the very next verse,  ' , a most explicit statement 
which leaves no doubt as to the state of affairs between Jacob and Leah. 
As for Leah, she constantly felt Jacob’s enmity towards her, as she 
herself expresses her feelings after the birth of her first two sons. After 
Reuben’s birth she exclaims,  ' , “for the 
Lord has perceived my affliction that now my husband will love me” 
(29:32), and following Simon’s birth even more directly,  '

, “for the Lord has heard that I am hated one” (29:33). Even if 
we should conjecture that, as a result of Leah’s bearing of four sons for 
Jacob, his feeling towards her had probably mellowed, they may have 
taken a turn for the worse as a result of the mandrake incident, which, if 
anything, showed Leah to be someone who always gets her way. Her 
exclamatory greeting to him as he returns home from a hard day’s work 
in the field, , “to me shall you come, for 
I have indeed earned you with my son’s mandrakes” (Gen 30:16), may 
have brought to Jacob’s mind a total recall of the wedding night. Even 
though Leah meant well, her going out to meet Jacob was not looked on 
favorably in some Rabbinic texts, as in Gen. Rab. 80:110 and Tan uma A 
hl yw VII.11

 10. , “‘Then Leah 
went out to meet him’ (Gen 30:16). She went out to meet him adorned like a harlot.” 
(Theodor–Albeck, 953).
 11.  . , . .

, “‘Then Dinah, Leah’s daughter went out’ (Gen 34:1), 
and ‘Dinah, Leah’s daughter’ and not Jacob’s daughter? Scripture ascribes her to her 
mother, just like her mother was outgoing this one too was outgoing, and how do we 
know this? Because it is written, ‘Then Leah went out to meet him’ (Gen 30:16).” 
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 Perhaps it did, perhaps it did not. Regardless, Leah constantly believed 
that having children from her husband would endear her to him, as she 
herself points out on numerous occasions in the naming of her children 
in the repetitive  (Gen 29:32, 34; 30:18, 20). 
 The above events might give some indication why Jacob was not 
motivated quickly to transfer his bed in Leah’s tent after Rachel’s death.  

It remains to discuss the possibility, advocated by Rabbi Abahu, that the 
plural  refers to the bed/tents of Bilhah and Zilpah. That Jacob 
would choose the former’s abode over the latter’s would not be surpris-
ing, especially in view of his feelings towards Bilhah’s mistress Rachel. 
In the opinion of many Rabbis that is precisely what did happen,12 and it 
is this action that brought about Reuben’s reaction, by which he sought 
to avenge his mother’s humiliation. Depending upon which line is taken, 
Reuben either transferred Jacob’s bed from Bilhah’s tent into that of his 
mother Leah’s, or exchanged Bilhah’s bed for Leah’s bed within Jacob’s 
tent. 
 It is at this point in the turn of events that we return to Rabbi
Berekhiah’s explanation. Jacob is now faced with the decision of where 
to place his bed: Will it be back in Bilhah’s tent, in Leah’s tent, or in 
Zilpah’s tent? We can rule out Leah’s tent since he did not put it there in 
the first place. We may also rule out Bilhah’s tent, since, if he believed 
that Reuben really did commit the act with Bilhah as numerous opinions 
in the Rabbinic texts state, he would not be inclined to resume marital 
relations with her. In fact, post-biblical literature explicitly states that 
Jacob’s rejection of Bilhah. Here is what the post-biblical texts had to 
say about Bilhah’s fate after Jacob discovered the deed: 

…and immediately an angel of God revealed to my father Jacob 
concerning my impiety, and when he came he mourned over me, and he 
touched her no more. (T. Reu. 3:15) 

And Jacob did not approach her again because Reuben had defiled her. 
(Jub. 33:6–9) 

It is also worth noting that Rabbinic text forbids the resumption of 
marital relations between husband and wife after the wife was defiled by 
another person; m. Sotah 5:1 reads: ,
“Just as she is prohibited to the husband so is she prohibited to the para-
mour.” This prohibition likely led Jacob to choose Zilpah’s tent. Reuben, 
thus witnessing his mother’s augmented torment a second time, decided 

 12. Cf. Gen. Rab. 98:4 (Theodor–Albeck, 1255); see also Gen. Rab. 97 (ibid., 
1205 and note there]) and Tan uma (Buber)  A XI, 109. 
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to repeat his earlier deed by removing Jacob’s bed from Zilpah’s tent and 
placing it into the tent of Leah. Hence Rabbi Berekhiah’s statement: 

ó , “‘Your father’s beds’—Bilhah’s bed 
and Zilpah’s bed.” 
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VISIONS OF EGYPT IN MIDRASH: “PHARAOH’S BIRTHDAY”
AND THE “NILE FESTIVAL” TEXT

Rivka B. Kern Ulmer 

The rabbinic interpretations of the Bible as found in midrashic texts 
demonstrate a profound hermeneutical engagement with Egypt. The 
metaphor “Egypt” is almost of equal theological significance as the meta-
phors “the Romans” or “the destruction of the Temple.” The memory of 
the Exodus was a major theological topic that shaped the expression of 
Jewish thought from antiquity to modernity. Even in twentieth-century 
Germany rabbis in their sermons1 referred to Egypt as the ultimate 
Diaspora experience of initial assimilation and the subsequent return 
to one’s heritage, or “dissimilation.” Similar cultural tendencies were 
experienced by Joseph and Moses in the Bible as well as in midrash.2

Egypt had become more of an ideological position than a real place. This 
ideological position served as a vehicle for defeating religious and cul-
tural threats posed by life in the Diaspora. The question was how to leave 
the Diaspora, which was like another Egypt. In fact, the impact of Egypt 
upon Jewish memory is pervasive, to be found in rituals such as the 
Passover celebration and the Kiddush for the Sabbath. All of these refer-
ences to the Exodus and Egypt recalled the divine defeat of the Egyptians 
and their gods.  
 Rabbinic midrash of Late Antiquity and the early medieval period 
visualized Egypt in certain ways and presented dramatic scenes of 
Egypt.3 These textual images may be compared to scenes from Egyptian 

 1. Rabbi Leo Baeck (1873–1956) in his sermons delivered in Berlin in the late 
1930s (Aus drei Jahrtausenden [Berlin: Schocken, 1938, repr. 1958]). 
 2. For example, the Egyptian education of these towering biblical figures (Pirqe 
R. El. 38 [39]). 
 3. For the uses of the Exodus story, see E. S. Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism: 
The Reinvention of the Jewish Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 41–72 (repr. with slight alterations as “The Use and Abuse of the Exodus 
Story,” Jewish History 12 [1998]: 93–122). Although the rabbis greatly expanded 
the limits of the Exodus story, including anti-Egyptian calumnies, I would not con-
sider their approach as an “abuse” of the material. 
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culture. My particular approach to the Egyptian elements in midrashic 
texts is to read midrash in a cross-cultural manner from an Egyptian 
perspective. I utilize insights from the discipline of Egyptology in assess-
ing the essence of the Egyptian textual icons in rabbinic texts.4 However, 
my objective is not to demonstrate the penetration of actual Pharaonic 
Egyptian culture into the Land of Israel or the Diaspora, but the dynam-
ics of the fusion between visions of Egypt as found in the texts and their 
theological expressions in midrash. In this article I am attempting to 
present the probable Egyptian context for some of the imagined Egyptian 
scenes.
 The rabbis’ visualizations of Egypt in midrashic literature were rarely 
dependent upon written texts, unlike their usual approach to situations 
that required hermeneutic intervention. Among the numerous Egyptian 
elements supporting some theological positions presented by different 
midrashim are, for example, the Nile inundation,5 the Nile god,6 a spe-
cifically Egyptian type of punishment,7 mummy portraits and funeral 
customs.8 Additionally, Egyptian elements in midrash served as cultural 
icons that were immediately recognizable as Egyptian; such elements 
included the Egyptian language,9 Egyptian hair-styles,10 the myth of 
Osiris,11 and the god Anubis.12 Furthermore, one finds some festivals in 

 4. A. Bach, “Whatever Happened to Dionysus?” in Biblical Studies/Cultural 
Studies: The Third Sheffield Colloquium (ed. J. C. Exum and S. D. Moore; JSOTSup 
266; Gender, Culture, Theory 7; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 91–116.
On p. 94, Bach remarks in respect of the tension between classical studies and Afro-
centric approaches: “Thus I shall be carried along the current of cultural studies, in 
arguing that the pull of pan-European beginnings that awarded cultural priority and 
privilege to ancient Greece over Egypt and the Near East became a proxy fight for 
cultural privilege, one that continues to be waged in certain academic circles.” I see 
a similar tendency in the study of rabbinic texts and the cultural icons found in them; 
with few exceptions, such as Zoroastrian influences, the great majority of scholars 
explain rabbinic culture from a Greco-Roman context. 
 5. Gen. Rab. 13:9.
 6. Gen. Rab. 69:4.
 7. Pesiq. Rab. 17 §13 (R. Ulmer, A Synoptic Edition of Pesiqta Rabbati Based 
Upon All Extant Hebrew Manuscripts and the Editio Princeps, vol. 1 [Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1997]); all further references to Pesiqta Rabbati in this article are 
taken from the above edition. 
 8. Pesiq. Rab. 17 §12. 
 9. For example, in Esth. Rab. 4:12 (Pesiq Rab Kah. 12:24), anokhi is referred to 
as an Egyptian word; it is close to the Coptic term for “I.” We may also note 
Egyptian theophoric names in rabbinic texts (m. Sukk. 2:7, referring to “Horus”).  
 10. Gen. Rab. 84:7; 87:3. 
 11. Pesiq. Rab Kah. 11:12; Deut. Rab. 11:7; Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael,
Beshallah 1; and parallels. 
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midrashic texts that may be characterized as Egyptian festivals, as set 
forth below. I have addressed several of these Egyptian elements previ-
ously.13

 It should be noted that the presence of Egypt in midrash had previ-
ously been investigated by scholars of the Wissenschaft des Judentums14

and did not escape the attention of more recent scholarship.15 Some 
Egyptian elements in midrash are fairly accurate depictions of Hellenis-
tic–Roman customs,16 while other references to Egypt coincide with 
images and customs found in earlier periods of Egyptian history. From a 
literary perspective, these Egyptian elements are factual components that 

 12. For example, the dogs watching over the tombs of the Egyptian kings 
mentioned in Exod. Rab. 20:19 (Pesiq. Rab Kah. 11). 
 13. See my articles: “The Divine Eye in Ancient Egypt and in the Midrashic 
Interpretation of Formative Judaism,” Journal of Religion and Society 5 (2003): 1–
17; “Zwischen ägyptischer Vorlage und talmudischer Rezeption: Josef und die 
Ägypterin,” Kairos 24/25 (1992/93): 75–90; “Visions of Egyptian Magic in 
Midrash” (EAJS Conference, Groningen, 2004); “Visions of Historical Egypt and 
Homiletic Midrash” (BAJS Conference, Oxford, England, 2004); “Egyptian Cultural 
Icons in Midrash” (Bucknell University, Conference on Rabbinic Judaism, 2004); 
“Visions of Egypt in Rabbinic Bible Interpretation” (Case Western Reserve Uni-
versity, 2004); “Visions of Historical Egypt and Homiletic Midrash” (Association 
for Jewish Studies Conference, Boston, 2003); “Visions of Egypt in Rabbinic Bible 
Interpretation” (SBL Annual Meeting, Session: Egyptology and Ancient Israel 
Section, Atlanta, 2003); “Visions of Historical Egypt and Homiletic Midrash” 
(European Association of Biblical Studies Conference, Copenhagen, 2003); 
“Biblical History and Homiletic Midrash” (SBL International Meeting, Cambridge, 
England, 2003); “Egyptian Magic and the Osiris Myth in Midrash,” Recent 
Developments in Midrash 2 (forthcoming [2006]); “Visions of Egypt in Mid-
rash:  The Nile as the Landscape of the Other,” in Discussing Cultural Influences: 
Text, Context, and Non-Text in Rabbinic Judaism (Lanham, Maryland: University 
Press of America, forthcoming [2006]); “Visions of Egypt and Roman Palestine:  A 
Dialectical Relationship between History and Homiletical Midrash,” Frankfurter 
Judaistische Beiträge (forthcoming [2006]). 
 14. M. Güdemann, Religionsgeschichtliche Studien (Schriften des Israelitischen 
Literatur-Vereins 2, Leipzig: Oskar Leiner, 1876); B. Heller, “Egyptian Elements in 
the Haggadah,” in Ignace Goldziher Memorial Volume, pt. 1 (ed. S. Löwinger and 
Joseph Somogyi; Budapest: Globus, 1948), 412–18; J. Horovitz, Die Josephs-
erzählung (Frankfurt a.M.: Kauffmann, 1921), and others. 
 15. See G. Bohak, “Rabbinic perspectives on Egyptian Religion,” Archiv für 
Religionsgeschichte 2 (2000): 215–31. 
 16. See, for example, the following works pertaining to this period of Egyptian 
cultural history which is close to the rabbinic period: J. Lindsay, Daily Life in 
Roman Egypt (London: Muller, 1963), 160–75, and A. Bowman, Egypt after the 
Pharaohs: 332BC–AD 642; From Alexander to the Arab Conquest (repr. of 1986 ed., 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 
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enhance the veracity of the narrative and provide literary density which 
makes the background of the story appear to be quite realistic. From a 
religious perspective, the use of the Egyptian past, whether imagined or 
factual, provides the rabbis with a hermeneutical device to discuss 
agendas of their own time. 
 In this article I will examine two midrashic terms:  (Pharaoh’s 
birthday, the Hebsed festival) and  (the Egyptian Opet festival). 
These Egyptian religious festivals will serve as focal points through 
which a comparative examination is made of selected midrashic and 
Egyptian texts. I will also explore the various interpretations of these 
textual passages and the underlying rabbinic agendas that resulted in 
their inclusion in the rabbinic corpus. In the course of this analysis, 
particular topics will be emphasized, such as the cultural transmission 
and construction of ideas, and the type of knowledge the rabbis might 
have possessed about Egyptian culture. 
 The base text of all midrashic interpretation, from which the rabbis 
cited their lemmata, is the Hebrew Bible, which demonstrates an enor-
mous intellectual and religious engagement with Egypt. This engagement 
with Egypt is to a certain extent replicated in midrash. Without the 
Egyptian experience and the subsequent “inversion” of Egyptian cultural 
and religious ideas in the Bible, Judaism would not have developed some 
of its major religious concepts. In respect of the Bible, this interdepend-
ence of Judaism and Egypt has been recognized by the Egyptologist Jan 
Assmann who wrote: “The principle of normative inversion consists in 
inverting the abominations of the other culture into obligations and vice 
versa.”17 Jewish Bible interpretation utilized the events, people, and 
historical settings surrounding Israel’s sojourn in Egypt and additional 
information concerning Egypt that is not found in the Bible. We may 
therefore ask the following questions: (1) Do Egyptian ideas about the 
king (Pharaoh) and the Egyptian festivals serve as the basis for rabbinic 
descriptions or inspire discussions within the texts? (2) To what extent 
are Egyptian influences present in midrash? (3) What is the purpose of 
the Egyptian elements in midrash? 
 In order to respond to the above questions one has to analyze the per-
spective of the rabbis in the midrashic texts. I view the text of the midrash
as containing a refraction of the rabbis’ knowledge and the broader 
culture of the Land of Israel and the surrounding regions. The points 
of orientation for understanding what we read in midrash should be 
grounded in synchronic as well as diachronic inquiry. The synchronic 

 17. J. Assmann, Moses the Egyptian (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1998), 31. 
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inquiry would explore the dating of the midrashic texts and would assess 
the cultural phenomena that transpired at the supposed time the texts 
were conceived or edited. This procedure is problematic in that we often 
find earlier cultural icons in later texts. From a diachronic perspective, 
the biblical text is the paramount “database” of the rabbis. However, the 
biblical text does not mention a substantial portion of the Egyptian 
elements from the perceived past that do occur in midrash, such as the 
Nile festival. This indicates that the rabbis probably had some extra-
biblical knowledge of Egyptian customs. The larger issue to be addressed 
in some midrashic texts is to confront and analyze the differences 
between the biblical text and the rabbinic text in reference to information 
concerning Egypt.  
 The difference between knowledge about Egypt from biblical sources 
and the rabbinic understanding depicted in midrash is exemplified by a 
passage from Genesis Rabbah.

1. Pharaoh’s Birthday (Hebsed—Pharaoh’s Coronation Festival)

Midrashic texts refer to several Egyptian festivals that are specifically 
related to the Egyptian king (Pharaoh), for example, “the day for the 
reception of ambassadors”18 and “Pharaoh’s birthday.” The biblical text 
referred to in these midrashic interpretations is Gen 40:20, which reads: 

:

And it came to pass on the third day, which was Pharaoh’s birthday, that 
he made a feast onto all his servants: and he lifted up the head of the chief 
butler and the chief baker among his servants. 

A rabbinic interpretation of a lemma from this biblical passage, namely 
Pharaoh’s birthday, is found in Gen. Rab. 88:6:19

 '

And it came to pass on the third day, which was Pharaoh’s birthday, etc. 
(Gen 40:20)—Yom genoso [Manuscript variations: genesia, genosav] of 
Pharaoh.  

 18. Exod. Rab. 5:14; Tan uma, Va-era 5; Tazria 14 (ed. Buber): “And they said 
to Pharaoh: Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, Let my people go that they may 
hold a feast unto me in the wilderness (Exod 5:1). R. Hiyya b. Abba said: That day 
was Pharaoh’s day for the reception of ambassadors when all the kings came to 
honor him, presenting him with crowns.”  
 19. Citations from Genesis Rabbah follow Theodor–Albeck. 
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Before continuing with an Egyptian based analysis of the above text, I 
deem it necessary to have an extensive discussion of the term genoso/ 
genesia. The term genos(o) (and its variant reading: genesia or genosia)
in this passage from Genesis Rabbah are presented as a synonym for 

, Pharaoh’s birthday, in the midrashic analysis of this biblical 
lemma. One may observe an interesting feature of this midrashic pas-
sage, the translation of a Hebrew term into another language, in this case 
translating “birthday” into Greek. This hermeneutic device of translating 
a Hebrew term into another language is well-established in midrash. This 
midrash utilizes the term . Within a Greco-Roman cultural con-
text, the expression ta genesia refers to the anniversary of a king’s acces-
sion to the throne. At an earlier period in the Greek language, genesia
referred to the commemoration of the dead and in later Greek the same 
word became interchangeable with genethlia, birthday celebrations. 
Observing the birthday of kings was a widespread custom in antiquity 
(e.g. 2 Macc 6:7; Matt 14:6; Mark 6:21: “Herod [i.e. H. Antipas] on his 
birthday made a supper to lords…”). A rabbinic attempt at defining the 
term “the king’s genosia” is found in b. Abod. Zar. 10a: 

 :  .'
 . :
 .

óó

 .
 .

í

Mishnah: The Anniversary of the genosia of their [the Gentile] kings, etc.  
 [Gemara:] What is meant by [the Mishnaic lemma] “genosia of their [the 
Gentile] kings”? Rab Judah said: It is the day of the king’s accession [to 
the throne which is celebrated by] the idolaters. But has it not been 
taught: “The day of genosia and the day of the king’s accession”? There 
is no difficulty there; one term indicates the king’s own accession, the 
other that of his son. But do [the Gentiles] ever appoint a king’s son as 
king? Did not R. Joseph apply [the following scriptural lemma to Rome]: 
Behold, I made you small among the nations (Obad 1:2)? [This means] 
that they do not place the son of a king on the royal throne. You are 
greatly despised (ibid.); [does this not mean] that [the Gentiles] did not 
possess a script or a language? What then is the meaning of “genosia”? 
[It means] birthday.  
 But we learn “The genosia and the birthday.” That, too, is no contra-
diction. The one refers to the king’s own birthday, the other to that of his 
son. But we have also the wording: “The king’s genosia and his son’s 



58 Biblical Interpretation in Judaism and Christianity 

1

genosia, [which means] his own birthday and his son’s birthday.” Then, 
[as said previously,] genosia means indeed the day of the king’s acces-
sion. but there is no difficulty [raised by the mention of both terms], the 
one applying to his own accession, the other to that of his son; and as to 
your question about their not appointing a king’s son as king, such 
appointment would be made at the [king’s] request, as was the case with 
Asverus [Severus], the son of Antoninus, who reigned [in his father’s 
stead].20

The Mishnaic context underlying the above talmudic passage is the 
prohibition of engaging in business transactions with Gentiles for three 
days prior to Gentile festivals. This prohibition is followed by an 
extensive list of Gentile festivals. In the above talmudic text, the lemma 
from the Mishnah, “The genosia of the Gentile kings,” is explained: 
“What is the day of genosia of their king? R. Judah said: It is the day of 
the king’s accession…” If one interprets this rabbinic explanation of 
genosia according to a cross-cultural reading based upon the discipline 
of Egyptology, the festival set forth in the above text is reminiscent of 
the royal accession festival in Egypt. The Talmud further asks: “Has it 
not been taught, the day of genosia and the day of the king’s accession?” 
This question assumes that genosia and the festival celebrating the fact 
that a Gentile king is put on his throne are one and the same. Initially the 
talmudic passage attempts to distinguish between “birthday” and genosia 
by claiming that one term is reserved for a celebration of the king and the 
other for his son. This possible distinction between the synonyms, the 
Hebrew yom huledet and the term genosia, is reconciled by providing 
examples in which both terms relate to either the accession of the king or 
the accession of his son. Samuel Lachs in his explanation of this passage 
in Abodah Zarah explains the two birthdays by referring to the Roman 
custom of celebrating the birthday during an individual’s lifetime as well 
as the birth date after his demise.21 This may very well be a useful expla-
nation for the two terms referring to a person’s birthday. Nevertheless, it 
should be noted that the y. Abod. Zar. 1:222 contains an interpretation of 
these terms that would eliminate the post-mortem commemoration of a 

 20. Translation adapted from the Babylonian Talmud (trans. and ed. I. Epstein; 
repr. of 1935–52 ed., London: Soncino, 1978), Abod. Zar. 10a, footnotes omitted.
 21. S. T. Lachs, “A Note on Genesia in Abodah Zara I,3,” JQR 58 (1967): 
69–71; A. Lehnardt, “Der Geburtstag in den Jüdischen Schriften aus hellenistisch–
jüdischer Zeit, im Neuen Testament und in der rabbinischen Literatur,” in 
Jüdische Schriften in ihrem antik-jüdischen und urchristlichen Kontext (ed. 
H. Lichtenberger and G. S. Oegema; Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2002), 
402–28

22. Talmud Yerushalmi (Krotoszyn: Monasch, 1866). 
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birthday. In any event it should be emphasized that the above passage in 
the b. Abod. Zar. 10a, the term genosia definitely refers to the anniver-
sary of the king’s accession to the throne.23 Herodotus also reports that 
the term “birthday” in Egypt refers to the anniversary of the king’s 
accession.24

 In rabbinic literature the two Gentile festivals of genesia and kalendas25

are sometimes mentioned in conjunction. There is Egyptian evidence for 
the term kalendas. The festival of kalendas was also an Egyptian holiday 
connected with birthdays. In Roman times in Egypt several of these 
festivals known as kalendas were celebrated as the respective birthdays 
of the following Egyptian gods: Isis (January 3), Ra (January 4), Horus 
(January 7); the so-called kalends of April celebrated the goddess Hathor 
(April 1). These Egyptian kalendas festivals are based on the Roman 
kalend days, which were also dies comitiales, certain days when com-
mittees of Roman citizens could vote on political matters. 
 Now that I have explored the meaning of the term genosia/genesia I
wish to return to the midrashic passage, cited earlier, Gen. Rab. 88:6. I 
contend that this passage, which specifically mentions Pharaoh’s 
birthday, requires that we examine the Egyptian festival that most closely 
resembles genesia/genosia, namely the Hebsed, or, at least, one of its 
Roman–Egyptian or Coptic transformations. These later elements were 
firmly rooted in earlier Egyptian traditions. The Egyptian Hebsed was an 
anniversary festival26 and ceremony performed by the Egyptian king for 
the renewal of his rule,27 usually after thirty years of his reign. Obviously,
not many kings were able to celebrate this festival. Some of the major 
buildings dedicated to this festival are still in existence, thus permitting 
us to gain some understanding of the spatial aspects of this festival. 
These buildings include the remnants of a false festival hall in the area 
stretching around the Step Pyramid of King Djoser in Saqqara28 and 

 23. Compare Lachs, “A Note on Genesia,” 69. 
 24. Herodotus, Hist. 9:110. 

25. Der Kleine Pauly (Munich: DTV, 1979), s.v. Kalendae Ianuariae, 3:57f.; the 
calendae replaced the saturnaliae by the fourth century. 
 26. J. Gohary, Akhenaten’s Sed-festival at Karnak (London: Kegan Paul, 1992). 
 27. E. Naville, The Festival-Hall of Osorkon II. In the Great Temple of Bubastis 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trenche, Trübner, 1892). 
 28. J.-P. Lauer, Les pyramides de Sakkara: la pyramide à degrés (Cairo: Institut 
Français d’Archéologie Orientale, 1991). King Djoser (2686–2647 BCE) built the 
“Step Pyramid” in Lower Egypt. Although this building complex is from the Old 
Kingdom of Egypt, it is referred to in this article because of its clear design that is 
still visible today; a picture of the Sed Festival court, Saqqara, mortuary complex of 
Djoser, Third dynasty, is found in R. Schulz and M. Seidel, Egypt: The World of the 
Pharaohs (Cologne: Könemann, 1998), 49. 
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Thutmose III’s Festival Hall in the Temple in Karnak.29 This latter 
Festival Hall, inside the temple, was built to commemorate the ancient 
Hebsed Festival, which symbolized rebirth, or renewal of life, and the 
king’s coronation date. The Egyptian king (Pharaoh) was the central 
figure in the birth ritual in his Hebsed festival.30 In this festival a proces-
sion was led by a man holding aloft the Pharaoh’s placenta mounted 
upon a pole. During the thirty-year jubilee a statue of the king was buried 
in order to revive his powers. Immediately afterwards a second corona-
tion ceremony transpired. During the festival the king actually ran some 
distance in order to prove that he had been revitalized and reborn. It 
should be noted that there was a late Egyptian custom at the time that 
Egypt was under Roman rule of building a special birth room, the 
mammisi (a Coptic word), within the Egyptian temples, which celebrated 
the birth of the Pharaoh. The midrashic citation of the Pharaoh’s birthday 
may be a reflection of this particular custom which coincided to some 
degree with early rabbinic tradition.  
 If one analyzes the above-mentioned text from Genesis Rabbah and 
the terms genosia and  from the academic perspective of Egyptol-
ogy, one may postulate that there are traces of the double ceremony of 
coronation and birth renewal in the rabbinic utilization of the term 
genosia. Although the Greco-Roman wording of the rabbinic utilization 
of the terms genosia/genesia is evident, a reading taking into considera-
tion the recollection of Egypt in the collective memory of the Jewish 
people could certainly lead to the above-mentioned Hebsed festival.  
 Additionally, the genosia festival mentioned in rabbinic sources had to 
be differentiated from the Jewish sacred allocation of time, designated as 
the Sabbath that God mandated for Israel’s observance. Given the unique 
purposes of the Jewish Sabbath, this holy time should not simulate any 
idolatrous festival, including the Pharaoh’s genosia. In Pesiq. Rab. 23/24 
§3, which also mentions the genosia festival within the midrashic inter-
pretation of biblical lemmata from the Joseph story, Israel is reminded 
that it should celebrate the Sabbath instead of the genosia festival: 

They said, which king does not want that his genosia day to be honored? 
But the Holy One, Blessed be He, wants Israel to honor the Sabbath… 

 29. Thutmose, the general and later king of Egypt (1504–1450 BCE). 
 30. A depiction of Sesostris I during his “cultic race” and the god Min, from 
Coptos, ca. 1950 BCE, is found in D. Wildung, Sesostris und Amenemhet: Ägypten 
im Mittleren Reich (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1985), 134 
fig. 134. 
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This necessity to avoid replicating Egyptian festivals such as the Hebsed 
may be described as a dissimilatory tendency in which a group that has 
its own identity is surrounded by an overwhelming foreign “host cul-
ture,” with the group being determined that is must assert its own culture 
to preserve its identity. The paramount significance of cultural and 
religious freedom is a major issue for the rabbinic framers of the mid-
rashic texts; such ideas were a form of intellectual and spiritual resis-
tance to the perceived influence of Egypt.  
 In midrash, and in particular in the above passage from Genesis Rab-
bah (88:6), the reading of yom huledet as Pharaoh’s birthday resonates 
with the biblical passage that indicates that this birthday is a day of 
judgment for the king’s servants who were in prison with Joseph. The 
continuation of this passage in Genesis Rabbah is an exegetical com-
mentary on the biblical passage. Joseph, who is not Egyptian, is forgot-
ten by Pharaoh’s steward (the cup bearer) on this Egyptian festival day. 
As a result Joseph is not freed from prison. It may be argued that the 
midrashic text is implying that if Joseph was an Egyptian and was fol-
lowing Egyptian customs, he would have been freed as well. The festival 
of genesia in midrash is utilized by the rabbis to note that this Egyptian 
celebration in the Bible was instrumental in the ultimate advancement of 
Joseph. Additionally, the theology of midrash requires that the time and 
location of the biblical Joseph and his appearance in midrash was 
situated in ancient Egypt.31 The midrash presents a hidden agenda for the 
biblical lemma “birthday.” Assuming the writers of the midrash under-
stood the Pharaoh’s birthday as a renewal ceremony (the commemora-
tion of the Pharaoh’s accession to the throne and his physical rebirth), 
then, on the level of interpreting these midrashic texts as literature, this 
double renewal festival had a dual purpose, a renewal for the anonymous 
biblical pharaoh and a renewal for Joseph who would soon radically alter 
his life’s course. 
 It should be noted that Yom Genosia, the Egyptian Hebsed festival, is 
a celebration of origins while the term genosia in isolation has the mean-
ing of origin or genealogy in rabbinic literature. According to my reading 
of the above passage from Genesis Rabbah, the Pharaoh celebrated his 
origins in his birthday celebration, whereas Joseph as a non-Egyptian had 
to conceal his origins. In a midrashic passage the meaning of genesia as 

 31. For a general overview of the problems of establishing ethnic and religious 
identities, including Jewish self-identification, and citations of important secondary 
literature, see D. J. Kyrtata, “Ancient Mediterranean Views of Ethnic Identity,” in 
Mediterranean Cultural Interaction (ed. A. Ovadiah; The Howard Gilman Inter-
national Conference 2; Tel Aviv: Ramot, 2000), 53–68. 
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origins is used in reference to the biblical Joseph when the appearance of 
his brothers in Egypt reveals Joseph’s true origins (Pesiq. Rab. 29/30 
§10): 

 '

 '

Another comment: (Joseph) said to them (his brothers): Before you came 
down to (Egypt) the Egyptians treated me with respect; however, now 
that you have come down you have made known my origins. If I kill you 
now, they will say, he did not have a relationship of trust with his 
brothers, how much less with us… 

2. The Nile Festival (Opet)

Another festival that is mentioned in midrash, the so-called “Nile festi-
val,” retains a strong Egyptian identity. This festival is very similar to the 
Egyptian Opet festival. Centered in the Egyptian Thebes, this popular 
festival was held at the time of the inundation of the Nile, in the second 
month of the inundation season. Theban citizens and visitors from other 
Egyptians provinces celebrated the fertile link between the king 
(Pharaoh) and the god Amun. As a consequence of the Nile inundation, 
work was temporarily suspended in the fields. The people joined in a 
dramatic procession honoring Amun that commenced at the Karnak 
Temple32 and ended at the Luxor Temple. At Karnak, the people watched 
the high priests enter the temple. Inside, the priests bathed the statue of 
the god Amun and dressed and adorned it. The priests then enclosed the 
statue in a ceremonial box and placed it on top of a ceremonial barque, 
often supported by poles which enabled the priests to carry the barque. 
When the priests emerged from the temple, they carried the barque on 
their shoulders through the pillared halls and courtyards of the Temple at 
Karnak.33 The priests entered the crowded streets where people attempted 
to catch a glimpse of the sacred vessel. In Queen Hatshepsut’s time 
(1498–1493 BCE), the complete journey was accomplished on foot, with 
stops at different resting stations. Subsequently the barque was carried to 

 32. C. de Wit, Les inscriptions du temple d’Opet, à Karnak (3 vols.; Bibliotheca 
aegyptiaca 11–13 ; Brussels: Edition de la Fondation égyptologique rein Elisabeth, 
1958–68). Volume 1 contains the festival procession of Opet in the colonnade hall of 
Karnak. 
 33. A depiction of the Opet festival, the boat of Amun, Ostracon, Der el-
Medineh, is found in Knaurs Lexikon der ägyptischen Kultur (Munich: Knaur, 1978 
[trans. of Dictionnaire de la Civilisation Egyptienne (Paris, 1959)]), 87.  
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the Nile and then towed by high government officials up the river to 
Luxor. The king (Pharaoh) himself was in Thebes to greet the god Amun 
and escort him to the Luxor Temple. A continuation of such a festival is 
found in Coptic Egypt.
 As will be suggested in this article, the nature of the Nile festival as 
conceived by the rabbis has some similarities to the Opet festival 
described above. The midrashic passage from Genesis Rabbah (87:7–11) 
and the other midrashim cited in this article display some descriptions of 
the Nile festival that are also found throughout the parallel texts and the 
manuscripts. The Nile festival in midrash includes the Nile inundation, 
sacrificial offerings and spectacles. These midrashic descriptions could 
be understood as a reference to the Egyptian Opet festival34 and its 
modifications in Roman Egypt.35 I maintain that the Nile festival in mid-
rash is based upon this Egyptian celebration of the Nile inundation. In 
Gen. Rab. 87:7, a Nile festival ( ) is mentioned in the text concern-
ing Joseph and Potiphar’s wife.36 This Nile inundation is the reason that 
all the Egyptians had left Potiphar’s house,37 except for his wife, and that 
Joseph was left alone with this Egyptian woman.38 In my previous analy-
sis of Joseph’s encounter with the Egyptian woman, I had compared this 

 34. S. T. Lachs, “An Egyptian Festival in Canticles Rabba,” JQR 51 (1960): 
47–54, explicitly mentions that the rabbis were well acquainted with Egyptian rites. 
Other Nile festivals are mentioned in A. Hermann, “Der Nil und die Christen,” 
Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 1 (1958): 30–69.  
 35. D. Bonneau, “La divinité du Nil sous le principat en Egypte,” ANRW, II.18.5, 
pp. 3195–15 (3199). 
 36. Josephus mentions a festival as the reason for the absence of the inhabitants 
of Potiphar’s house in the context of the Joseph story as well. Josephus knows that 
the Nile festival was also attended by women (Ant. 2:189); see L. H. Feldman, 
“Joseph,” in idem, Josephus’s Interpretation of the Bible (Berkeley: University of 
Berkeley Press, 1998), 335–73 (370). 
 37. The name Potiphar (or Potiphera) is Egyptian, with one etymology deriving  
from Pa-di-Ra (“that given by the god Ra”); the rabbis sensed this and added their 
own reading of the name (Gen. Rab. 86:3; Tan uma [ed. Buber], Vayeshev 14; 
b. Sotah 13b). I presented an analysis of this story and some Egyptian evidence in 
Kern Ulmer, “Zwischen ägyptischer Vorlage.” 
 38. I would like to note that I. Kalimi has analyzed Joseph’s presence in 
Potiphar’s house; see his Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: 
Studies in Scriptures in the Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Assen: 
Van Gorcum, 2002), Chapter 5, “Joseph Between Potiphar and His Wife” (pp. 88–
103). See also A. Brenner and J. W. van Henten, “Madame Potiphar,” in Exum and 
Moore, eds., Biblical Studies/Cultural Studies, 203–19, which contains a description 
of a course that focused on Gen 39; this article also mentions Potiphar’s wife and 
contains similar illustrations of Joseph in Potiphar’s house as Kalimi, “Joseph 
between Potiphar.” 
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encounter to scenes from Egyptian literature; however, I did not discuss 
this story from the perspective of Egyptian festivals.39 I will now focus 
on the Nile festival in a passage from Genesis Rabbah in which the mid-
rash interprets several lemmata from the Joseph episode in the Bible. 
 Genesis Rabbah 87:7 reads: 

] [] [ ' '
] , ['

 '

And it came to pass on a certain day, when he went into the house to do 
his work (Gen 39:11). [R. Judah and R. Nehemiah, each has his own 
explanation of this]. R. Judah said: [On that day] there was a day of 
idolatrous sacrifice to the Nile; everyone went to see it, but he [Joseph] 
did not go. R. Nehemiah said: It was a day of a theatrical performance, 
which all went to see, but he went into the house to work on his master’s 
accounts. 

This midrash focuses upon the lemma “on a certain day”; a certain day is 
understood by the rabbis as the day of the Nile festival. Since the nature 
of the assumed Nile festival mentioned in this as well as other midrashic 
texts was ambiguous to the rabbis, explanations are given that sacrifices
were offered on this day or that it was a day of theatrical performances. 
Sacrifices and gifts to the Nile were practiced in pharaonic as well as in 
Roman Egypt.40 The parallel midrashic texts vary as to the inclusion of 
Roman spectacles, such as theatrical performances and circuses.41 The 
concurrence of the festival of the Nile inundation with theaters as well as 

 39. J. L. Kugel, In Potiphar’s House: The Interpretative Life of Biblical Texts
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990 [repr. 1994]), 153 n. 14. Kugel 
collected material relating to Joseph in Potiphar’s house but he did not consider the 
Egyptian evidence. 
 40. See Lexikon der Ägyptologie (7 vols.; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1975–1992),
4:498–500, s.v. “Nilopfer”; John Whitehorne, “The Pagan Cults of Roman Oxy-
rhynchus,” ANRW II.18.5, pp. 3040–91 (3076); Bonneau, “La divinité du Nil,” 3199. 
 41. The combination of theaters and circuses is often found in midrashic texts 
from a certain period; e.g., Lev. Rab. 34:3 (in a statement of Hillel, first century 
BCE). See S. Krauss, “Circus,” JewEnc 4:103–4. In respect of the circus in Jerusa-
lem, see Joseph Patrich, “On the Lost Circus of Aelia Capitolina,” Scripta Classica 
Israelica 21 (2002): 173–88 (182), and in respect of theaters, see, among others, 
Z. Weiss, “Games and Spectacles in Ancient Gaza: Performances for the Masses 
Held in Buildings Now Lost,” in Christian Gaza in Late Antiquity (ed. B. Bitton-
Ashkelony and A. Kofsky; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 23–39. The Gentile institutions of 
the circus and the theater are juxtaposed to the House of God and the synagogue 
(Gen. Rab. 67:3). 
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circuses is found several times in different midrashic texts (see Table 1 
below). Although certain events that might be described as spectacles 
were practiced during the Egyptian Opet festival, the mention of theaters 
by the rabbis would place us in Roman Egypt. In the context of the above 
midrashic passage the absence of virtually the entire household from 
Potiphar’s house emphasizes the social functions of theatrical festivals in 
late antiquity—generally, religious festivals were perceived as spectacles 
in Roman Egypt and some of these festivals transpired in amphithea-
ters.42 In my opinion, this citation of the Roman institutions of theaters 
and circuses in midrash is a contemporizing of the Nile festival by the 
rabbis.  
 The continuation of the above passage from Genesis Rabbah uses the 
Egyptian Nile festival as a dramatic background to explain Joseph’s 
presence in Potiphar’s house at the time his wife attempted to seduce 
him. According to this midrashic reading, Joseph did not participate in 
the festival and was therefore left alone with the woman. Within the 
midrashic passage the sexual impotence of Joseph is addressed in several 
scenes. The continuation of the scriptural lemma (Gen 39:11: there was 
not a man) is applied to Joseph who is not capable of acting as a “man.” 
The next scene, which explains Joseph’s impotence, utilizes the lemma 
in Gen 49:24: his bow lost its strength. This accumulation of proof texts 
for Joseph’s sexual impotence also utilizes the seed of his hands was 
scattered (Gen 49:24) and by the mighty hand of Jacob (Gen 49:24), 
which implies that Joseph had a vision of his father which interfered with 
the attempt of Potiphar’s wife to arouse him sexually. Interestingly, the 
Egyptian Opet festival is also a festival of fertility for the land as well as 
for humanity that included sexual rites. The midrashic text might imply 
that the impotence of Joseph was due to his refusal to participate in the 
sexual rites that were associated with the Egyptian Opet festival. This 
implication is due to the nature of rabbinic texts, which declined to be 
explicit in respect of many matters. While Greco-Roman historians or 
Christian writers often made their purposes explicit through prefaces and 
summaries, the creators of midrash rarely revealed their purposes directly.
Thus, we may conclude that Joseph is presented in the midrashic texts in 
opposition to the idolatrous behavior of the Egyptians. Within an Egyptian
context, Joseph would have been viewed in opposition to the potent god 
Min (Fig. 1) during the Egyptian festival or to the fertility of the Nile 
inundation deriving from the Nile god that was revered as a god in 
Roman Egypt. 

 42. D. Frankfurter, Religion in Roman Egypt (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1998), 58. 
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Figure 1. Depiction of the god Min, Luxor Temple 
(Photograph: R. Kern Ulmer, 1996)

 Another midrashic passage which illuminates Joseph’s stay in Poti-
phar’s house mentions theaters and circus performances taking place on 
the day of the Nile festival. This passage is found in Pesiqta Rabbati
(and the parallels in Tan uma and Song of Songs Rabbah). A verse from 
Proverbs is applied to Joseph, who as a diligent person works on the day 
of Nile festival while almost everyone else is celebrating. It is important 
to note that the text has the term inundation (zevul).
 Pesiqta Rabbati 6:2 (MS Parma) reads: 

'] ' [ ''
 ' ' ' ' '

] []
 [ '
 ' ' ' ' ' '

] [] [
] [

All the work that Solomon had done was completed (1 Kgs 7:51). R. 
Tan uma Berabbi began: This is what has been said in the Holy Spirit by 
Solomon: Do you see a man diligent in his work (Prov 22:29)—this refers 
to Joseph [who worked on an Egyptian festival day] and it came to pass 
on a certain day when he went into the house to do his work (Gen 39:11). 
R. Judah said: This was a [festival] day of the Nile inundation (zevul) and 
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everyone went forth to the Nile inundation,43 but he went inside to do his 
work. R. Nehemiah said: A day of theater and circus performances. The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, said: You are zealous in your work; by your 
life! he shall stand before kings (Prov 22:29). And Joseph was thirty 
years old when he stood before Pharaoh [king of Egypt] (Gen 41:46). He 
shall not stand before obscure men (Prov 22:29)—before Potiphar, the 
obscure man. 

This passage suggests the divine providence that is accorded to Joseph 
who will eventually stand before the Pharaoh. We may also add the 
reading that Joseph did not participate in Gentile festivals, such as the 
Nile festival. This could be a reflection of the general theological concern 
of the rabbis at the time that these midrashic texts were conceptualized to 
preserve Jewish holy days and not to engage in “idolatrous” (Christian/ 
Roman) celebrations. 

Table 1. The Distribution of the Term  in Midrashic Texts

“Day of the Nile” 
(Nile festival) 

Idolatrous 
Sacrifice 

/  /

Nile
inundation

Theater Circus 

Gen. Rab. 87:11 + + +  
Exod. Rab. 11:11 + + +  
Song of Songs Rab. 1:1 + + +  
Pesiq. Rab. 6:2 + + + + 
Tan uma, printed 
edition, Vayeshev 9 

+    

m. Aggadah  +   
Midr. HaGadol on
Gen 39:11 

+  + + 

This attitude of the rabbis is mirrored in the different terms for the Nile 
festival which include calumnies against practices of other religions. The 
Nile festival is referred to in some texts as an idolatrous sacrifice, a 
sacrifice that is invalid from the rabbinic perspective. There is a slight 
variation on the theme of the Nile festival, between idolatrous sacrifice to 
the Nile and the Nile inundation, as set forth below in Table 1.44

 43. W. Braude, Pesikta Rabbati: Discourses for Feasts, Fasts, and Special 
Sabbaths (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), 119 n. 5, mentions that this is 
zibbul, meaning “covering with dung, with manure.” However, “manuring” could 
also refer to the fertile mud that came with the Nile inundation and which was the 
reason that a fertility cult was related to the Nile. 
 44. Parallels: Song of Songs Rab. 1:1; Exod. Rab. 11:11 (ed. A. Shinan); 
Tan uma, Va-yeshev 9:9; Midr. HaGadol on Gen 39:11; the very late m. Aggadah
(Buber) has “a day of the Nile flood” (39:5). Even the manuscripts of Genesis Rab-
bah, referred to above, have different terms. A tannaitic statement in b. Sotah 36b, 
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A late version in midrashic literature in regard to the Nile festivities 
surrounding Joseph’s sojourn in Potiphar’s house is found in Sefer Ha-
yashar, Va-yeshev:45

 :

 :
 :

And it came to pass after these things that the “Brook of Egypt”46 was at 
its crest. All the inhabitants of Egypt went forth to look at the brook and 
they carried all kinds of musical instruments, as was the custom of the 
Egyptians. The king and his ministers went also to see it and they were 
accompanied by music and dancing because it was a great celebration and 
a festival for the Egyptians. The “Pool of Horus”47 was completely filled 
and they went there for a day-long celebration. And when the Egyptians 
went forth to the Nile to celebrate, the people from Potiphar’s house left 
as well; however, Suleika48 did not go out. 

The description of the Nile festival in Sefer Ha-Yashar contains new 
elements concerning the Nile festival, such as music and dancing. 
Moreover, Potiphar’s wife is given a name, Suleika. This name probably 
places this midrash well into the middle ages. This late midrashic pas-
sage is somewhat similar to a passage in Pesiqta Zutarta (Lekach Tov
39), which also mentions the Egyptian king and his ministers; otherwise, 
the text is similar to Gen. Rab. 87:7 in that Pesiqta Zutarta also cites the 
statement of R. Judah in respect of Nile festival. The Nile festival is 
explained in this text in a gloss which states: “this is a festival of idola-
ters.” Additionally, Pesiqta Zutarta adds the aspect of the Nile’s fertility. 

also explains the behavior of Joseph: “R. Yishmael said: This was their festival and 
they all went to the house where idolatry was practiced, and she said that she was 
sick and that she needed Joseph on this particular day.” A comparison of the 
midrashic material was also performed by E. Dvorjetski and A. Segal, '

 ''  (“The Mosaic 
‘Nile Festival’ and its Relation to the Cultural Life in Eretz Yisrael”) Bamah (1995): 
97–105 (100–103) (E. Dvorjetski and A. Segal, “The Nile Festival Mosaic of 
Sepphoris and its Relationship to Roman–Byzantine Leisure Culture in the Land of 
Israel,” Assaph: Section B: Studies in Art History, Tel Aviv University 9 [2004]: 
65–84, is an English version of the Hebrew article).

45. Sefer Ha-yashar (Berlin: Benjamin Herz, 1923). 
 46. “Nachal Mitzrayim” is also referred to as the “Wadi of Egypt”; this is 
probably Wadi El Arish (Josh 15:4). 
 47. Located in Goshen. 
 48. In some later midrashim Potiphar’s wife is assigned this name; this is an 
updating of biblical lemmata within a new cultural context. 
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It is interesting to note that with the increasing temporal and geographic 
distance the description of the Nile festival becomes more elaborate and 
is partially transferred to the “Brook of Egypt.” This may be due to the 
increasingly difficult situation in the Diaspora in which the rabbis felt the 
necessity constantly to look back in time and imagine the circumstances 
in ancient Egypt. 
 In respect of the Nile and the festivals related to it, I would like to 
mention that we have the archaeological remains of Nilotic scenes in the 
so-called “Nile Festival building” in the Land of Israel and numerous 
other buildings such as churches in the Land of Israel.49 These Nilotic 
scenes have been explained as exclusively based upon classical, Greco-
Roman sources. Some art historians therefore claim that the rabbinic texts
discussed above, including Genesis Rabbah (87:7–11), reflect a Roman 
festival. The “Nile Festival building” is the largest structure excavated in 
Sepphoris which is in the Galilee. The building was constructed in the 
fourth, fifth, or sixth century, the early Byzantine period, above the ruins 
of Roman buildings. The building’s central location within the city, its 
artistic richness, its size and numerous rooms indicate that it was proba-
bly a public building (perhaps a municipal basilica). The Nile mosaic is 
the largest of the mosaics found in this building.50 Nilotic scenes, as well 
as various hunting scenes, are well known in Roman art. The Nilotic 
scenes in Sepphoris depict a nilometer (a meter which was used to meas-
ure the Nile inundation) and the Pharos (lighthouse)51 in Alexandria, with 

 49. See the survey essay by R. Hachlili, “Iconographic Elements of Nilotic 
Scenes on Byzantine Mosaic Pavements in Israel,” PEQ 130 (1998): 106–20. The 
table on p. 108 has the following locations in Israel: Emmaus, Beth Guvrin, 
Sepphoris (a villa dated to the fourth–fifth century and the Nile Celebration dated to 
fifth–sixth century), Beth She’an, Tabgha, and Haditha. In respect of Haditha, 
Hachlili mentions the Nile as presented in stripes of wavy lines (p. 110); through an 
Egyptological perspective, this is reminiscent of the Hieroglyphic sign “n”; the 
mention of the Nile at Beth She’an pouring out of a jug and flowing down in two 
wavy lines is similar to the depiction of the Nile source in the Isis Temple of Philae, 
in Upper Egypt. The nilometer in the form of a well is also present in the Temple at 
Kom Ombo. See also Z. Weiss and E. Netzer, “The Mosaics of the Nile Festival 
Building,” in Sepphoris in Galilee: Crosscurrents of Culture (ed. M. Nagy et al.; 
Raleigh, N.C.: North Carolina Museum of Arts, 1966; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisen-
brauns, 1996), 127–31; and in the same volume, Z. Weiss and E. Netzer, “Sepphoris 
During the Byzantine Period,” 81–89 (82–84). Some of these mosaics are depicted 
and discussed in Hermann, “Der Nil.” 
 50. See Nagy et al., eds., Sepphoris in Galilee.
 51. The Pharos was a building project under Ptolemy I Soter (323–305 BCE,
governor of Egypt; 305–282, king of Egypt). 
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Figure 2. Mosaic a Private Home, Owned by a Jew, at Beit She’an (Leontopolis).

(Illustration reproduced from N. Tzori, “  -  [The House of Kyrios 
Leontis at Beth Shean],” EI 11 [1973]: 229–47 [Hebrew] [232 Fig. 4]. Grateful 
thanks are offered to the Israel Exploration Society, Jerusalem, for the permission to 
reproduce this image.) 
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an inscription referring to Alexandria and Egypt.52 Furthermore, the 
Nilotic scenes in Sepphoris included pictures of fish, crocodiles, and 
other creatures and plants from the Nile. There is also a picture of a 
woman with a wreath, who is the personification of the festival.53 A per-
sonification of the Nile god is found as well. If the “Nile Festival build-
ing” in Sepphoris was in fact a large municipal basilica, Jews might have 
had access to it. However, it is pure speculation to posit that the visual 
experiences of Jews who entered that building served as the basis for the 
midrashic descriptions of the Nile festival at the time of Joseph. Another 
possibility of direct knowledge of mosaics containing Nilotic scenes 
from Byzantine buildings is the private home in Beit She’an (Leontopo-
lis) that was owned by a Jew (Fig. 2). However, the creators of midrash 
might have been reluctant to interact with Romanized/Byzantine Jews 
because said Jews were probably quite distant from the intellectual and 
religious realm of the rabbis. It should be emphasized that the mosaics in 
the Land of Israel with Nilotic scenes almost invariably contained 
depictions of a Nile god. The rhetoric of midrash does not permit such 
depictions of pagan gods and it is doubtful that the creators of midrash 
would have been inspired by such mosaics. If one transfers the visual 
images in said mosaics into a text, there is virtually no correlation 
between these visual images and the actual descriptions of the Nile 
festival set forth in midrash. In short, these mosaics are to a great extent 
inconsistent with the midrashic texts.  
 The significance of the Nile mosaic in Sepphoris demonstrates the 
veneration of the Nile,54 which was practiced even into the fifth century 
CE by Egyptian Christians. The theme of this mosaic in Sepphoris is a 
Nile festival ( ), according to Dvorjetski and Segal,55 who have an 

 52. The Greek inscriptions are discussed by L. Di Segni, “Greek Inscriptions in 
the Nile Festival Building,” in The Roman and Byzantine Near East: Some Recent 
Archaeological Research, vol. 3 (ed. J. H. Humphrey; Journal of Roman Archae-
ology, Supplement Series 49; Portsmouth, R.I.: Journal of Roman Archaeology, 
2002), 91–100.
 53. Dvorjetski and Segal, “The Mosaic ‘Nile Festival,’” 99, mention the Latin 
name “Semesia” of the festival when the water of the Nile reached its expected 
height. Semasia is discussed by D. Bonneau, La crue du Nil: divinité Egyptienne 
à travers mille ans d’histoire (332 av.–641 a. J.-C.) (Études et commentaries 52; 
Paris: Librairie C. Klicksieck, 1964) in her discussion of the Nile festivals; this 
figure is a local herald, p. 375. 
 54. This purpose was stated in the excellent analysis by Z. Weiss, “The Nile 
Festival Building and its Mosaic: Mythological Representations in Early Byzantine 
Sepphoris,” The Roman and Byzantine Near East 3 (2002): 55–90 (69). 
 55. Dvorjetski and Segal, “The Mosaic ‘Nile Festival.’”
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expertise in the history of the theater in antiquity. In their essay they 
mainly focus on the relationship of theatrical performances and festivals 
during Roman times, and the strong rabbinic opposition to such theatrical 
performances. Most of the variant readings that Dvorjetski and Segal 
utilized from different midrashic works are attested in the manuscripts of 
the above mentioned passage from Genesis Rabbah. Dvorjetski and Segal
conclude that Genesis Rabbah dates from the fifth or sixth centuries and 
matches the Byzantine era they discuss. Dvorjetski and Segal contend 
that the sources for the Nile festival in midrashic literature are the mosaics
that are found in the Land of Israel. However, most of these mosaics are 
located in churches and I doubt that the rabbis actually visited these sites. 
In my opinion, the rabbis probably had independent knowledge of the 
Nile festival other than the mosaics in the Land of Israel. 
 Another art historian, Turnheim, discusses the origins of the Nilotic 
scenes in the Land of Israel and she claims that such scenes as the Nile 
Festival during Roman times were based on Hellenistic art from Egypt 
under the Ptolemies, the rulers of Egypt after the death of Alexander the 
Great. She wrote: “The Nilotic motifs in the Roman world and in Eretz 
Israel, are however, not based on depictions from Pharaonic Egypt, but 
on Hellenistic works from the Ptolemaic period.”56 I suggest that such 
Hellenistic scenes in Egypt referred to by Turnheim were in all likeli-
hood inspired by Pharaonic images; Hellenistic images in Egypt basically
followed the syncretistic cultural patterns practiced by the Ptolemies in 
which they combined Pharaonic material with Greek images.57 There is 
ample evidence of Nilotic scenes from ancient Egypt58 that are com-
parable to the Nile mosaic in Sepphoris and the other Nile mosaics found 
in Eretz Israel.59 The Cambridge History of Judaism acknowledges that 

 56. Y. Turnheim, “Nilotic Motifs and the Exotic in Roman and Early Byzantine 
Eretz Israel,” in Assaph. Section B: Studies in Art History, Tel Aviv University 7 
(2002): 17–40 (22), who made extensive use of previously published scholarship; 
she wrote: “It is evident that Nilotic motifs are indications of an Egyptian source. 
But despite the connections between Eretz Israel and Ptolemaic Egypt, which ruled 
the region in the third and early second centuries BCE, one may consider the 
appearance of Nilotic scenes in Eretz Israel to be the result of their dispersion 
throughout the Roman world in general” (p. 24). 
 57. Turnheim, “Nilotic Motifs,” 33, n. 12, mentions a few scenes from Pharaonic 
Egypt. 
 58. Hachlili, “Iconographic Elements of Nilotic Scenes,” 115, refers to the work 
of others and mentions that the crocodile and the hippopotamus are “the two most 
characteristic animals of Egypt.” 
 59. Scenes of marshland in the tomb of Hesi, Saqqara, sixth dynasty; fowling 
with a throw-stick in the Tomb of Henikem, Meir, sixth dynasty; cattle crossing the 
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the collective memory of Egypt was relevant in the choice of the icons 
depicted in the mosaics of the Nile festival found in the Land of Israel: 
“Jewish reminiscences of Egypt clearly contribute to these fine depic-
tions…”60

 The midrashic texts themselves allow one to draw the following 
tentative conclusions about what the rabbis knew in regard to the Nile: 
the river Nile and its waters were of vital importance to Egypt’s exis-
tence; interference with or obstruction of the Nile river could have disas-
trous consequences for Egypt; the inundation and recession of the flood 
waters of the Nile occurred every year; the Egyptians celebrated specific
festivities associated with the Nile and the Pharaoh. Furthermore, it is 
interesting to note that the rabbis composed only fragmentary textual 
scenes of Egypt,61 including the Nile festivals. The rabbis were not able 
to replicate the Romans in creating elaborate artistic depictions of Egypt 
and the Nile. Only in later illuminated Hebrew manuscripts do we 
encounter numerous “Egyptianizing” scenes. Such illustrations are most 
familiar from the Haggadah for Pesach. 
 On the other hand, it could be argued that some of the Egyptian 
images in midrash merely reflect what an educated person in antiquity 
might have heard and read about Egypt. However, other images are too 
specific to fit this scenario. For example, the Egyptian god Anubis is 
referred to in some midrashim.62 Nevertheless, it must be conceded 
concerning rabbinic knowledge of ancient Egypt that one encounters 
great difficulty in isolating every detail, theme, motif, or pattern in a 
given midrashic text as pertaining to a specific era of Egyptian history. 
Some Egyptian elements in the midrashim are from Roman and even 
Coptic Egypt, while other elements are from earlier Egyptian dynasties. 
This occasional lack of a detailed chronological correlation between 
Egyptian images and midrashic texts may raise some questions about the 

river with a crocodile lurking in the Nile as well as scenes of fish, a hippopotamus 
and a crocodile in the Tomb of Ankhmahor, Saqqara, sixth dynasty; a hippopotamus 
hunt in the Tomb of Idut, Saqqara, sixth dynasty. For depictions of these tombs as 
well as others, see N. Kanawati, The Tomb and Beyond: Burial Customs of Egyptian 
Officials (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 2001). 

60. W. D. Davies and L. Finkelstein, eds., The Cambridge History of Judaism.
Vol. 3, The Early Roman Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 
1037.
 61. Nile fish are mentioned in midrashic texts (m. Aggadah [ed. Buber], 
Bemidbar 30); also Nile birds are referred to in midrash (Pesiqta Zutarta, Shemot
7:18). 
 62. Exod. Rab. 20:19; Pesiq. Rab Kah. 11. 
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problems that arise when one compares cultural icons from different 
religious traditions.  
 In regard to possible sources of information concerning Egypt, other 
than the biblical texts, that may have been available to the rabbis of the 
midrash, one might consider popular knowledge of Egyptian culture in 
the realm of medicine,63 wisdom, magic,64 and noteworthy events, such as 
earthquakes, pogroms,65 and wars.66 Some inhabitants of the Land of 
Israel visited major religious centers of Egypt as tradespeople or tourists 
—there are Aramaic graffiti in Abydos/Egypt (fifth–third century BCE).
The flight to Egypt is a topos found in the Bible as well as in early 
Christian and rabbinic literature; during times of political upheaval, R. 
Joshua b. Perahiah is said to have fled to Egypt.67 The Babylonian 
Talmud discusses at length the large synagogue of Alexandria;68 the 

 63. “Come and hear what was taught: R. Eliezer said. A congenital saris submits 
to halitzah, and halitzah is arranged for his wife, because cases of such a nature are 
cured in Alexandria in Egypt.” (b. Yebam. 80a). 
 64. Esth. Rab. 1:17 (Vilna). 
 65. For example, the massacre of Alexandrian Jews under Trajan in 116: “The 
voice is the voice of Jacob and the hands are the hands of Esau (Gen 27:22) the 
voice refers to [the cry caused by] Emperor Hadrian who killed in Alexandria of 
Egypt sixty myriads on sixty myriads, twice as many as went forth from Egypt” 
(b. Git. 57b). 
 66. See, e.g., A. Fuks, “The Jewish Revolt in Egypt (A.D. 115–117) in the Light 
of the Papyri,” Aegyptus 33 (1953): 131–58. 
 67. During famines people from the Land of Israel fled to Egypt. For general 
migration patterns, see H. Braunert, Die Binnenwanderung (Studien zur Sozial-
geschichte Ägyptens in der Ptolemäer und Kaiserzeit; Bonn: L. Röhrscheid, 1964). 
The flight to Egypt of the prophet Jeremiah is retold in Pesiq. Rab. 38. The flight of 
a rabbi is alluded to in the following passage: “When King Yannai [Jannaeus] killed 
the Rabbis, Simeon b. Shetah was hidden by his sister, whereas R. Joshua b. 
Perahiah fled to in Egypt. When there was peace, Simeon b. Shetah sent [this letter 
to him]: ‘From me, Jerusalem, the Holy city, to you, in Alexandria in Egypt. My 
dear sister, my husband lives within your walls and I live alone’ (b. Sotah 47a, MS 
Munich). Alexander Jannaeus (104–78 BCE), in all likelihood persecuted the 
Pharisees. The parallel in b. Sanh. 107b adds the name of Jesus to those who fled, 
and the context mentions that Jesus practiced magic. In a similar incident, it is R. 
Yehudah b. Tabbai who flees to Alexandria (y. ag. 77d). 
 68. “It has been taught, R. Judah said: Someone who has not seen the double 
colonnade of Alexandria in Egypt has never seen the glory of Israel. It was said that 
it was like an enormous basilica, one colonnade within the other, and it sometimes 
held twice the number of people that had left Egypt. It contained seventy-one 
cathedras of gold, corresponding to the seventy-one members of the Great Sanhed-
rin, not one of them containing less than twenty-one talents of gold, and a wooden 
bemah in the middle on which the attendant of the Synagogue stood with a scarf 
in his hand. When the time came to respond ‘Amen,’ he waved his scarf and the 
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description of this synagogue is probably based upon a direct visual 
experience. References to rabbis traveling to Egypt include the following:
“It has been taught: R. Eleazar son of R. Jose said: I visited Alexandria 
of Egypt…” (b. Sanh. 67b).69 We may add to these social interactions the 
trade contacts between Egypt and the Land of Israel, for example, the 
importation of beer, fish, medical remedies, and chemicals from Egypt, 
as well as exports from Israel to Egypt in the first six centuries of the 
Common Era.70 Contacts between the two countries include, but were not 
limited to, the following: intellectual exchanges (e.g. teachers of Jewish 
tradition came to Israel from Alexandria),71 exchanges of letters during 
Roman times, the Jewish Temple in Heliopolis,72 and the collection of 
shekels from Diaspora Jews, including those living in Egypt.73 Additional 
historical or social contexts for access by the rabbis to Egyptian culture 
are rarely cited.74 It is impossible to reconstruct every encounter between 
these two societies in the first six centuries of the Common Era, espe-
cially considering that the historical referentiality of the midrashic texts 

whole congregation responded. They moreover did not have mixed seating, but gold-
smiths sat separately, silversmiths separately, blacksmiths separately, metalworkers 
separately and weavers separately, so that when a poor man entered the place he 
recognized the members of his craft and on applying to that quarter obtained a living 
for himself and for the members of his family” (b. Sukk. 51b) 
 69. b. Sanh. 67b also contains the story of Ze’iri who, while in Alexandria, is 
fooled by Egyptian magic. b. Sanh. 111a has another legend about a rabbi in Egypt. 
 70. D. Sperber, “Objects of Trade between Palestine and Egypt in Roman 
Times,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 19 (1976): 113–
47. It is reasonable to assume that “totefet” (t. Sheq. 2:14) is based upon an Egyptian 
word containing the name of the Egyptian god Thot; this would imply that magical 
paraphernalia were imported from Egypt. 
 71. b. Pesa . 63a, 70b mention Shemayah and Avtalyon who were from 
Alexandria. 
 72. G. Bohak, Joseph and Aseneth and the Jewish Temple in Heliopolis (Early 
Judaism and its Literature 10; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996); in respect of the priest 
Onias, see also P. Schäfer, “From Jerusalem the Great to Alexandria the Small: The 
Relationship between Palestine and Egypt in the Graeco-Roman Period,” in The 
Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture (ed. P. Schäfer; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1998), 1:129–40. 
 73. Philo of Alexandria went on a pilgrimage to the Jerusalem Temple. 
 74. A. Kasher, “Political and National Connections between the Jews of Ptole-
maic Egypt and their Brethren in Eretz Israel,” in Eretz Israel, Israel and the Jewish 
Diaspora: Mutual Relations (Proceedings of the First Annual Symposium of the 
P. M. and E. Klutznick Chair in Jewish Civilization, held on Sunday–Monday, 
October 9–10, 1988; ed. M. Mor; Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1999), 
24–41; see also Braunert, Die Binnenwanderung, 79. 
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in question is quite tentative.75 In order to evaluate midrashic texts and 
discover their religious meanings it is critical to examine how the rabbis 
utilized the information they had in connection with their descriptions 
and analyses of Egypt. For example, the following passage from Genesis 
Rabbah demonstrates numerous theological insights and hermeneutical 
strategies in respect to Egypt as well as an intimate knowledge of the 
geography of the country.76

Genesis Rabbah 1:1 reads: 

In the beginning [Bereshit] (Gen 1:1). R. Oshaya commenced his 
discourse: Then I was with Him as a nursling [amon], a source of delight 
every day, [rejoicing before Him at all times] (Prov 8:30). 
Amon means “tutor” (pedagogue). 
Amon means “covered.” 
Amon means “hidden.” 
And there are some who say, Amon means “great.” 
Amon means “tutor,” as in the verse, as an amon carries the suckling 
child (Num 11:12). Amon means “covered,” as in the verse, those who 
are covered in scarlet (Lam 4:5). Amon means “hidden,” as in the verse, 
and he hid Hadassah (Esth 2:7). Amon means “great,” as it says, Are you 
better than No-Ammon77 (Nah 3:8)? This we translate: Are you better 
than Alexandria the Great, which is situated in the [Nile] delta? Another 
interpretation: Amon means “artisan [uman].” The Torah declares, I was 
the artisan’s tool that the Holy One, blessed be He, used [when he 
practiced His craft]. It is customary, when a human king builds a palace, 
he does not build it with his own ideas, but he employs an architect 
[uman]. Even the architect does not build it from his head, but he uses 
plans and blueprints in order to know how to design the rooms and the 
doorways. So, too, the Holy One, blessed be He, looked into the Torah 
and created the world. Thus the Torah said, By means of the beginning 
did God create (Gen 1:1). And the word for “beginning” refers only to 
the Torah, as it says: The Lord acquired me at the beginning [reshit] of 
His course (Prov 8:22). 

This midrash utilizes a lexical method of interpretation, listing many dif-
ferent meanings of the word Amon based on its context in several biblical 

 75. This becomes evident in the rabbinic references to Egyptian kings (Phar-
aohs), for example, Shishak (Esth. Rab. 1:12; b. Pesa . 119a), is a known historical
figure (Shoshenk I, 945–924 BCE, sometimes confused with Pharaoh Necho, Pesiq. 
Rab Kah. 26) from Pharaonic Egypt, while the Ptolemies (Gen. Rab. 38:10; Lev. 
Rab. 13:5), in particular Queen Cleopatra (b. Sanh. 90b), are referred to without 
further clarification (the Greek rule over Egypt lasted from 332–330 BCE).  
 76. The knowledge of the geography of Egypt in respect to the Nile is also to be 
found in Exod. Rab. 1:1, 21; Memphis and Heliopolis are mentioned in Pesiq. Rav 
Kah. 7. 
 77. The Egyptian capital Thebes in Upper Egypt. 
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passages. As usual, the midrash uses the method of focusing upon certain 
lemmata which are linked by the same root and its variant prepositions. 
Many different biblical citations, which include the word Amon and their 
alternative meanings, are considered. A major theological concern of the 
rabbis was that the Torah had to be differentiated from anything similar 
to it, in particular from anything Egyptian; thus, one of the underlying 
themes of this midrash is that the Torah is greater than No-Ammon, the 
term for the ancient city of Thebes. This city contained the temple com-
plex known as Karnak which was mainly dedicated to the Egyptian god 
Amun. Furthermore, on the western shore of the Nile, across from the 
city of Thebes, was the necropolis with its many tombs. This text then 
aims to translate the city of No-Ammon (Thebes) into the more contem-
porary city of Alexandria.78 By virtue of this hermeneutic strategy of 
“updating,” the midrash changes the ancient Egyptian Thebes to the 
Hellenistic Egyptian metropolis of Alexandria, situated in the Nile delta 
and which was a center of wisdom and learning of the Hellenistic world. 
The hermeneutic strategy implicitly creates the theological statement that 
the Torah given to Israel is greater source of wisdom than the greatest 
center of wisdom in the Hellenistic world, Alexandria. It should be noted 
that the text indicates that the rabbis were clearly aware that Alexandria 
was located in the Nile delta. 

Conclusion

Deeply entrenched in the midrashic scenes of Egypt and the underlying 
rabbinic theology are the following aspects: the paradigmatic function of 
the Exodus, life under Roman occupation, and the circumstances of 
living in the Diaspora. From the rabbinic perspective living under Roman 
rule or living in the Diaspora was a “Second Egypt” for the Jewish 
people. The midrashic texts that allude to the Egyptian experience should 
be understood to address the fate of Israel under dire circumstances and 
the question of whether the Jewish people will return to the Land of 
Israel from the Diaspora. Despite their limited knowledge of Egypt, the 
rabbis composed some remarkably accurate passages concerning Egypt 
and its culture. A critical concern in midrash is the theme of escaping 
from Egypt. Egypt in midrash was ultimately a symbol of the “other.” 
The “otherness” of Egypt was brought into the world of the familiar. 
Egypt was transformed, so as to make it intelligible and meaningful to 
those who studied midrashic texts. 

 78. Gen. Rab. 23:1 indicates that the framers of this document knew that Alex-
andria was named after Alexander the Great. 
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 As mentioned earlier in this article, the first inversion of Egyptian 
culture transpires in the Hebrew Bible itself. The second inversion of 
Egyptian culture emerged in the midrashic texts that utilized Egyptian 
cultural icons in the rabbinic interpretations of biblical passages. For 
example, in Egypt, the Nile served as a supremely positive symbol of life 
and fertility, while in the midrashic texts the Nile is frequently trans-
formed into a negative symbol relating to the destruction of Egypt. 
Furthermore, the Egyptian festivals discussed above had a negative 
connotation in midrash, because the midrashic writers perceived these 
festivals as idolatrous. Apparently, the rabbis had some knowledge of 
Egypt and its culture that they utilized to serve their own ideological 
purposes in the text. In their portrayals of Egypt, the rabbis presented 
details that were motivated by their own religious norms which were 
radically different from Egyptian religious practices. Although the rabbis 
had a basic knowledge of Egypt, the images of Egypt that we find in the 
midrashic texts were hermeneutical constructions created by the rabbis. 
Even though the midrashic links to the Egyptian past are cultural con-
structions, they have a great significance in the development of Jewish 
thought.79

 79. Compare J. Assmann, The Mind of Egypt: History and Meaning in the Time 
of the Pharaohs (New York: Metropolitan, 2002), 11: “the course of events forms 
the backdrop and the discourses generating and reflecting meaning occupy the front 
of the stage.” 
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ON THE TYPOLOGY OF JEWISH PSALMS INTERPRETATION 

Alan Cooper 

In an article that was published in 1983, I discussed the tradition of 
attributing the psalms to King David, describing it as productive for 
interpretation, and suggesting that it provided “a firm anchor for the use 
of the psalms as either retrospective or prophetic accounts of the history 
of Israel.”1 I have intended for some time to return to the topic, and to 
discuss the impact of the Davidic attribution on subsequent Jewish 
Psalms interpretation. I am pleased to be able to do so in a limited way in 
this study. 
 While the bibliography on the hermeneutics of Jewish Psalms com-
mentary (as opposed to studies of individual commentators) is not large, 
I would like to note two valuable contributions. First and foremost is 
Uriel Simon’s magisterial work, Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms.2

Simon provides an exhaustive analysis of early medieval commentary 
from Saadia to Ibn Ezra. He focuses on issues of relevance to the two 
versions of Ibn Ezra’s Introduction to Psalms, especially the debates over 
matters of authorship and dating. He is not so concerned with broader 
hermeneutical issues, or with extending the discussion outside his rela-
tively narrow chronological framework. 
 More recently, Esther Menn has published a study of the image of 
David in earlier Jewish commentary, mainly Midrash Psalms.3 Drawing 

 1. A. Cooper, “The Life and Times of King David According to the Book of 
Psalms,” in The Poet and the Historian: Essays in Literary and Historical Biblical 
Criticism (ed. R. E. Friedman; HSS 26; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983), 117–31 
(118). 
 2. U. Simon, Four Approaches to the Book of Psalms from Saadiah Gaon to 
Abraham Ibn Ezra (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991). The book was originally published 
in Hebrew in 1982. See my review of the English translation in CBQ 55 (1993): 
353–54.
 3. E. M. Menn, “Sweet Singer of Israel: David and the Psalms in Early Judaism,” 
in Psalms in Community: Jewish and Christian Textual, Liturgical, and Artistic 
Traditions (ed. H. W. Attridge and M. E. Fassler; SBLSS 25; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 
61–74 (61). For a more general discussion of the theology of Midrash Psalms, see 
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on a proposal of James Luther Mays, Menn suggests that the Bible 
advances three “portraits” of David that are fleshed out in rabbinic mid-
rash. These represent David as “royal sponsor of corporate liturgy, as 
private man of prayer and praise, and as inspired author of revelatory 
literature,” respectively. The effort to categorize traditional interpretation 
in relation to David is on the right track, although I would argue that 
Menn’s categories are too narrow. 
 My view, in brief, is that the malleable Davidic persona is discernible 
in three general types of Jewish Psalms commentary. As I observed in 
the earlier paper, the “David” of the psalms is both a king of yore and the 
longed-for Messiah, signifying past and future orientations that are 
reified in historical/biographical readings and prophetic/eschatological 
interpretations, respectively. In addition, “David” comes to signify the 
Everyman of the present. The vicissitudes and triumphs of this third 
“David,” then, represent the life experiences of any reader who chooses 
to identify with them. Sometimes, as we shall see, David’s experience is 
exemplary for the reader, and sometimes the reader’s identity effectively 
substitutes for David’s. As Midr. Pss. on Ps 18:1 puts it, “All that David 
says in his Book of Psalms applies to himself, to all Israel, and to all the 
ages.”4 It is the third sort of interpretation (David as Everyman) that I 
will emphasize here, with particular reference to commentary on Ps 27.  
 In Ps 27, we find a psalm that is rich in interpretive potential, not only 
because of its content, but also due to its liturgical function as the 
penitential psalm of the New Year season. This application of the psalm 
seems to have been a relatively late development in Ashkenazi prayer.5

Once this practice became common, it also became productive for 
Psalms commentary. Two eighteenth-century examples will suffice here. 
The first is a lengthy homily by Pinchas Halevi Horowitz collected in 
twpy µynp (a compendium of Horowitz’s Psalms interpretations drawn 
from his various writings), in which Horowitz relates every verse of the 
psalm to the period from the beginning of Elul to the end of Sukkot.6

I. Kalimi, “Midrash Psalms Shocher Tov: Some Theological and Methodological 
Features and a Case Study—The View of God,” in God’s Word for Our World. Vol. 
2, Theological and Cultural Studies in Honor of Simon John DeVries (ed. J. H. 
Ellens et al.; JSOTSup 389; London: T&T Clark International, 2004), 63–76. 
 4. µylht rdm (Buber), 1:68a (135). Also Midr. Pss. on Ps 4:1 (Buber), 1:20b 
(40): “Everything that David said refers to himself and to all Israel.” 
 5. I am grateful to my colleague Professor Menahem Schmelzer for this informa-
tion.
 6. µl h twpy µynp wryp µ[ µylht rps (Jerusalem: Makhon hafla’a, 1994), 99–107. 
On Horowitz, see EJ 8:999–1001. 
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Adding up the numerical value of the letters of the first three words of 
the psalm, he notes, yields the same total as the Hebrew words ÷wrkz plus 
µyrwpk (639), which designate Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, respec-
tively. David’s request to “live in the house of the Lord” in v. 4, accord-
ing to Horowitz, is an allusion to dwelling in the sukka, where one hopes 
to be worthy of receiving the Divine Presence (shekhina).7 And so forth. 
 With comparable ingenuity, Chaim Katz, in his Psalms commentary 
µyyjh Åra, observes that the word alwl in v. 13 is an anagram for the 
month name Elul, “because in Elul it is possible to repair what has been 
spoiled.” The three clauses of v. 14, then, refer to the High Holiday 
season: “Look to the Lord” on Rosh Hashana; “Be strong and of good 
courage” during the Ten Days of Repentance; and “Look to the Lord” on 
Yom Kippur.8

 The liturgical use of the psalm is based on a well-known passage in 
Lev. Rab. 21:4 that is frequently cited in later commentary. Commenting 
on v. 1, “The Lord is my light and my help,” the midrash states, “my 
light on Rosh Hashana, and my help on Yom Kippur.”9 That statement 
comes in the concluding section of a long homily on Ps 27 that is a prime 
example of rabbinic midrash. The starting point of the midrash is Lev 
16:3. At the beginning of the priestly ritual that is traditionally associated 
with Yom Kippur, the instruction reads, dqh la ÷wha aby tazb (“with this 
shall Aaron come into the sanctuary”). The word tazb is one of those 
ambiguous demonstratives that are the subject of a fascinating discussion 
in Betty Rojtman’s book, Black Fire on White Fire.10 It serves as the 
stimulus for the midrash, which seeks to identify the thing (the “this”) 
that Aaron requires, and finds a ready correlation between tazb in Lev 
16:3 and the same word in Ps 27:3, in the phrase jfwb yna tazb (“in this I 
trust”) Whatever induces confidence in the psalmist, even when enemies 
surround him, also accompanies Aaron into the sanctuary. 
 The correlation of the two texts occasions a four-part homily on Ps 27, 
relating it sequentially to the Exodus from Egypt, David’s encounter with 
Goliath, David’s war against Amalek, and a New Year judgment scene. 

 7. In Pes. Rab Kah. Suppl. 2:1 (2 vols.; ed. B. Mandelbaum; New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary, 1962), 2:453, the sukka of Ps 27:5 provides protection for the 
righteous on the Day of Judgment. 
 8. Avraham Chaim Cohen (aka Chaim Katz), µyyjh Åra (Constantinople, 1750), 
39a. 
 9. hbr arqyw rdm (ed. Mordecai Margulies; Jerusalem: Wahrmann, 1972), 473–
80 (478). Cf. the parallel in µylht rdm (Buber), 1:112b (224). 
 10. B. Rojtman, Black Fire on White Fire: An Essay on Jewish Hermeneutics, 
from Midrash to Kabbalah (trans. S. Rendall; Contraversions 10; Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1998), 15–67. 
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The midrash is structured both chronologically and symmetrically: it 
moves from the distant past to the homilist’s present, and it is arranged in 
an A B B A pattern, with two stories about the salvation of the Jewish 
people framing two stories about remarkable victories of David. The 
midrash thus actualizes the dictum that everything in the book of Psalms 
applies to David, to all Israel, and to all times. 
 The chronological movement, moreover, signifies a conceptual move-
ment from the historical level to a timeless, mythic plane. The Exodus 
and the story of David and Goliath are concretized in the psalm through 
networks of intertextual allusions, designed to fix the connection between 
the psalm and the stories in the reader’s mind. This sort of intertextual 
connection is a prominent feature of historical and biographical Psalms 
interpretation, both in the midrash and in later commentary. (It may also 
have given rise to some of the Psalms superscriptions.)11

 When the midrash discusses Amalek and the Day of Judgment, how-
ever, the connections are established more by assertion than through 
proof texts. Already in the Bible, Amalek has an ambivalent status, 
appearing both as an historical entity and as the archetypical enemy. In 
post-biblical literature, of course, Amalek takes on an entirely symbolic 
character.12 And thus Amalek provides a fitting transition in the midrash 
to the final judgment scene, where the guardian angels of the nations 
level charges of perfidy against the Jews, and God rebuffs the would-be 
prosecutors. The midrash concludes with the language of Ps 27:3 
embedded in a prayer of thanksgiving (the additions are italicized): 
“‘Should an army of the nations of the world besiege me, my heart 
would have no fear; should the nations of the world arise against me, in 
this I trust’—in what you promised me [in saying] ‘with this shall Aaron 
come [into the sanctuary],’” returning at last to the Leviticus text that 
prompted the midrash. 
 The Leviticus Rabba text provides an excellent example of two kinds 
of flexibility in Psalms interpretation, with respect to chronology (past 
and present) and the identity of the psalmist (the individual David and 
the corporate Israel). Late medieval and early modern commentary mani-
fests both the survival of the midrashic methods and greater concern for 
the spiritual development of the individual who is praying or contem-
plating the psalm. I will illustrate those two aspects of later Psalms 
commentary with texts from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries.  

 11. See B. Childs, “Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis,” JSS 16 (1971): 
137–50; E. Slomovic, “Toward an Understanding of the Formation of Historical 
Titles in the Book of Psalms,” ZAW 91 (1979): 350–80. 
 12. See E. J. Schochet, Amalek: The Enemy Within (Los Angeles: Mimetav, 
1991). 
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 The historical/biographical mode of interpretation is perpetuated in the 
commentary of Ovadia Sforno.13 Sforno helpfully provides introductory 
rubrics for most psalms, clarifying the direction that his interpretation 
will take. These introductory comments are usually historical or eschato-
logical in character: his “David” either reflects on the past or prophesies 
concerning the future. On Ps 27, Sforno comments, “In this psalm, 
[David] prayed when he was fleeing from Saul that he might not fall into 
his hand, nor into the hand of idolaters, and that he might not learn from 
their actions while he was in their midst.”14 It is not difficult to see the 
first part of that rubric as reflecting an historical interest, and the second 
as addressing a contemporary concern. 
 When he comments on the body of the psalm, Sforno glosses it with 
historical information. On v. 1, for example, he reads “‘the Lord is my 
light’ in anointing me by means of Samuel; ‘and my salvation’ from the 
lion and the bear and Goliath.” On the word ynrytsy in v. 5, Sforno has 
“‘he sheltered me’ when Amalek attacked Ziklag.” And in v. 12, the 
“foes” who are mentioned are “those who incite Saul against me.” 
 Sforno reads other psalms as messianic prophecies. For example, on 
Ps 24 he has: “In this psalm [David] prayed concerning Israel that they 
all be worthy of the Messianic Era and life in the world to come.”15

Similarly, in Ps 30, the “house” that is to be dedicated in the superscrip-
tion, according to Sforno, is the one “that will be built, speedily in our 
day.”16

 Occasionally, Sforno moves directly from the historical dimension to 
the lesson that the contemporary reader is supposed to draw from the 
psalm. A good example is his rubric for Ps 34: 

It already has been explained [in the superscription] that David composed 
this psalm when he “feigned madness in the presence of Abimelech.” 
What arises from it is that it is not fitting for a person in distress to protest 
against God, but to bless God, because all of God’s ways are love and 
truth. One should pray concerning the distress, and the Merciful One 
undoubtedly will come to the rescue.17

This rubric displays the tendency towards personalization of the message 
of the psalm that becomes increasingly prominent in later commentary. 

 13. ynrwps hydbw[ wnybr… wryp µ[…µylht (ed. Aaron Walden; Vilna: Romm, 
1876). On Sforno, see E. Finkel, R. Obadja Sforno als Exeget (Breslau: Schatzky, 
1896); J. Volk, fsynmwhh-÷ rph ,wnrwps hydbw[ 'r, in Neiger Festschrift (ed. A. Biram; 
Jerusalem: Israel Society of Biblical Research, 1959), 277–302. 
 14. Ibid., 19b. 
 15. Ibid., 18a. 
 16. Ibid., 21b. 
 17. Ibid., 24b. 
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Sometimes (as in Sforno), the historical element is retained, and some-
times it is not. Two commentaries from later in the sixteenth century 
exemplify both of those styles of interpretation. 
 Moses Alshekh introduces his commentary with an anthropological 
statement, and then moves directly into David’s existential crisis:18

It is well known that the person (µda) is the soul ( pn), not the flesh (r b). 
The flesh is referred to as “human flesh” (µda r b) because it is flesh and 
not spirit (jwr). Therefore, in speaking about his soul, [David] said “my 
light and my help, etc.” In speaking about his flesh, he said, “to eat up my 
flesh.” 
 He was prophesying about a particular incident; that is, he was still 
suffering the consequences of the Bathsheba incident.19 His enemies were 
still insisting that, as an adulterer, he ought to be put to death, and they 
vexed him even in his house of study. It is well known that prior to the 
Bathsheba incident, he had asked God for permission to build the Tem-
ple, and God had not responded. Some time afterwards, the Bathsheba 
incident occurred, giving rise to the purpose of this psalm. 

After giving that “historical” setting for the psalm, Alshekh takes note of 
its broader application. He writes: 

A person generally has two kinds of enemies. One is the enemy of the 
soul, that is, the evil inclination and all the forces of uncleanness that are 
brought into being by transgressions—each one of which is like a warrior 
attempting to drag him into additional sin, ultimately to destroy his soul. 
The second is the enemy of the body, such as those kings who would 
conduct wars against him and his kingdom and try to kill him. 

David, it transpires, “had yet a third kind of enemy: those enemies 
roundabout him such as Doeg and Ahitophel, who humiliated him and 
vexed him.” Alshekh continues: 

As for the first and second kind of enemies, David said that he was not 
worried about them: with God as his help, he need not fear any affliction 
of his soul or his body. As for the third kind, however, he declared that if 
only God would grant his prior request, and allow him to build the 
Temple, he would withdraw from human affairs and reside every day in 
the Temple—returning home each evening and then resuming his station 
in the Temple the following morning every day of his life. Then his 

 18. wdqh ûy lah wnybrl µylht l[ la twmmwr rps (ed. D. Ohayon; 2 vols.; Bnei 
Braq: published by the author, 1992), 1:217–24. On Alshekh, see S. Shalem, 
rswmw hb jm ynyyn[b wytwpq hw wtfy  rqjl :ûy la h m ybr (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 
1966). 
 19. Pesiq. Rab Kah. 5:3 (Mandelbaum, 1:84) places Ps 27:1 before the Bath-
sheba incident. 
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enemies would see and be ashamed, for God would have vindicated him 
in allowing him to build God’s house, and to become a member of God’s 
household. Only then would [David] have respite from their rebuke. 

Two aspects of this opening section of Alshekh’s commentary are antici-
pated in earlier commentary, but assume greater prominence in later 
writings. The first is his move towards interiorizing the enemy of the 
psalmist, identifying the “enemy of the soul” with the “evil inclination.” 
The second is the notion that David’s principal desire—the “one thing” 
that he asks of God in v. 4—is to retire from worldly affairs to a contem-
plative life. The same idea is found earlier, for example, in Menachem 
Meiri’s Psalms commentary. Meiri writes:  

David apparently uttered this psalm as a general prayer for protection 
against his enemies, and as an acknowledgement of his trust in God. It is 
also to acknowledge that his intention was not the attainment of power 
and victory, or honor and pleasure, but the perfection of his soul by 
means of perpetual service of God.20

When he comes to v. 2, Alshekh offers a striking interpretation of the 
phrase yrx yl ybyaw. His David declares that these “enemies and foes” are 
the “destroyers [µytyj m] that were created by my transgressions.” They 
are “mine” [yl] in a possessive sense, in the same sense as “every occur-
rence of yl in Scripture that denotes ‘belonging to me’ [yl ].” The mean-
ing of this pronouncement is not only David’s acknowledgment of guilt 
and responsibility; it also provides a valuable lesson for the penitent 
reader:

When a person who has created destroyers by sinning repents out of love, 
the Gemara asserts that the sins have been transformed into virtues and 
the prosecutors into defenders.21 As R. Shimon b. Levi said, “Great is the 
power of repentance, in that faults become like virtues” because the 
prosecutors are turned into defenders and lovers.22

Turning “David” into the prototypical penitent gives Alshekh a powerful 
tool for analyzing the progress of the psalm. He summarizes the devel-
opment of thought in his commentary on v. 14. Although David explic-
itly requests only “one thing” of God in v. 4, according to Alshekh he 
actually petitions God for three things in sequence, “as is the way of the 
humble penitent.” The first is that God should allow David access to the 

 20. 'a qlh µylht :rtkh twlwdg twarqm (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 2003), 83. 
 21. Alshekh paraphrases and expands the statement in b. Yoma 86b attributed to 
Resh Laqish: twykzk wl tw [n twnwdz  hbw t hlwdg.
 22. The Resh Laqish quotation in the Talmud is attributed to Shimon b. Levi in 
Yal. Shim. 2:530. 
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Divine Presence (v. 8); the second is that God should not deprive David 
of that beneficent Presence for any reason (v. 9); and the third is that God 
should “instruct him and conduct him on the path of piety beyond the 
letter of the law” (v. 11). The three clauses of v. 14, then, represent the 
supportive and encouraging response of the “Holy Spirit” to David’s 
three petitions. 
 In contrast with Alshekh, his contemporary (and fellow student in the 
yeshiva of Joseph Taitazak in Salonika), Moses Almosnino, offers an 
exposition of Ps 27 in which the historical references recede into the 
background, while the psalmist’s response to adversity is exemplary for 
the contemporary audience. This exposition appears in the first sermon in 
Almosnino’s collection, jk Åmam rps.23 The theme of the sermon is 
divine providence; the gist of it is that God knows what is best for 
people, including the right time to inflict suffering on them. 
 Almosnino asserts that there are two things that the psalm imparts 
from the outset. The first is that one requires “a teacher to show the path 
that one should take, who illuminates it against the darkness” of the 
enemy. The second is that even if one should be overtaken by the enemy, 
God will provide help. “Concerning both of them,” Almosnino writes, 
“‘The Lord is my light and my help, whom should I fear’: this means 
that God is my light, providing light by which I might discern my ene-
mies, and God is my help, rescuing me even if they should attack me.” 
 When he comes to v. 2, Almosnino relates the psalm explicitly to the 
theme of his sermon. One should bear in mind that Almosnino was 
preaching to refugees from the Inquisition and their children: 

We have witnessed many perfected individuals (µyml ) who have 
experienced many evil hardships, despite no transgression or sin on their 
part. Likewise, King David himself, against whom many arose, which is 
why he said, “when evil men assail me, etc.” This means that when the 
evil things approached me, it was in order “to devour my flesh”—not my 
soul, for they have no power to touch my soul. 

The evil things that befall the righteous person, “David” recognizes, are 
“for my own benefit, in that they suppress the material so that the ‘form’ 
might be elevated (hrwxh hbgtw rmwjh w[ynky ) and the soul strengthened.”24

When David says yl ybyaw yrx, according to Almosnino, “he means that 
[those enemies] are for my benefit and for my own good, as is indicated 

 23. hk Åmam rps (Venice, 1588), 8a (bot.)–12b. On Almosnino, see M. Bnaya, 
wtryxyw wl[wp :yqynwl ya ,wnyn wmla h m (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1996), esp. 
93–105, on jk Åmam.
 24. Almosnino alludes to the standard philosophical contrast between matter and 
form, referring to corporeality and spirituality, respectively. 
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by the word yl, as in ûl ûl, ‘for your benefit and for your own good’”—
citing Rashi’s famous comment on the call of Abram in Gen 12:1. In like 
manner, the “enemies roundabout” in v. 6 are a metaphor for “my cor-
poreal faculties” (twym gh ytwjk). The soul is capable of overcoming those 
“enemies,” and that is an occasion for offering songs of praise (also in 
v. 6). 
 The “one thing” that David requests of God must, for a post-Maimon-
idean like Almosnino, mean the attainment of knowledge of God (hg hh
tyhlah), to which he finds metaphorical reference in v. 4. A lengthy 
discussion of this point is preceded by the observation that according to 
Aristotle, “perfect love” should have only a single object, as exemplified
by David’s requesting just the “one thing.” 
 The upshot of the first six verses, then, is that “while God sometimes 
treats me with strict justice because of my wickedness, it is for my own 
good, and in fact everything is derived from God’s mercy.” The rest of 
the psalm, according to Almosnino, entails “the recounting of what 
happened to him in the past and in the present, and what might happen to 
him in the future.” 
 Moving on to the two eighteenth-century commentaries that I men-
tioned previously in connection with the liturgical use of Ps 27, we find 
two more instances of the identification of the biblical “enemies” with 
the evil inclination, as well as prescriptive lessons arising out of that iden-
tification. In an isolated comment on Ps 27:2, Pinchas Halevi Horowitz 
contends that the evil inclination, like the “idolaters who enslave Israel,” 
ultimately will be subjected to divine judgment. He writes: 

Accordingly, when David says, “when the evil assail me to devour my 
flesh” [v. 2], he means to say that even though they have been permitted 
“to devour my flesh,” eventually “my foes and enemies will be mine,” in 
the sense that they will be judged, and will “stumble and fall.” 

 In a lengthier homily on the same text, Horowitz echoes Alshekh’s 
(and the Rabbis’) notion that when people sin, they cause destructive 
powers to be arrayed against them. These “prosecutors” (µygyrfqm, based 
on the language of m. Aboth 4:11), “incite (µynyf m) humans from on 
high, and demand justice against them.” When David says, “My foes and 
my enemies,” namely, those foes and enemies who seek judgment 
against him, it is they who will “stumble and fall.” Horowitz also fol-
lows Alshekh in dividing the psalmist’s enemies into three categories. 
Horowitz’s categories, however, unlike Alshekh’s, are divorced from the 
circumstances of the historical David, and relate solely to the contem-
porary reader. First is the existential enemy, the nations among whom the 
Jews live in exile. Second are the “prosecutors” I just mentioned, “who 
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are born out of transgression.” And third is the evil inclination, “the 
enemy within that dwells in the heart.” Relating his three enemies to the 
language of the psalm, Horowitz writes: 

Accordingly, “when evil men assail me” (v. 2) should be interpreted in 
relation to the idolatrous rulers who vex the Jews with torments in exile. 
These arise on account of the transgressions of the Jews, as Scripture 
says, “You were sold off for your sins” (Isa 50:1), and they [i.e. their 
sins] become the prosecutors against the Jews who continue to torment 
them… As for these second enemies that are created out of transgressions 
and surround people, he said “my heart would have no fear” (v. 3), 
because as long as one directs one’s heart towards heaven, [the trans-
gressions] cannot hold sway. When he said “should war beset me” (v. 3), 
that refers to the third enemy, namely the evil inclination that dwells 
within and rises up and incites. Concerning this, he said, “in this (tazb) I 
am confident,” namely in Yom Kippur, about which it is said, “with this 
(tazb) shall Aaron come,” when the [evil inclination] has no power to 
incite, as is explained in the midrash. 

 The identification of the psalmist’s enemies with the evil inclination 
with reference to the midrash also figures in Chaim Katz’s commentary 
in his µyyjh Åra. I have not seen Katz’s work cited in any recent scholarly 
discussion, although it is excerpted in Aaron Walden’s compendium of 
Psalms commentary.25 His primary distinction seems to be that he was 
the great-grandson of Joshua Falk, the author of standard commentaries 
on halakhic works. In his biographical work µylwdgh µ , Chaim Azulai 
(Chid’a) describes Katz by that filiation. He also mentions that late in life 
Katz came to Hebron where “he comported himself in a pious manner.”26

Azulai occasionally cites Katz in his own Psalms commentary, ûna tmwj.27

 Katz’s little-known Psalms commentary turns out to be filled with 
interest. On Ps 27:3, “should an army besiege me,” he comments: 

This means the army of the evil inclination. Even though it declares war 
against me—since the evil inclination of a person gains daily in strength, 
particularly in the disciples of the wise…—“in ‘this’ I trust,” namely 
in the holy covenant28 that is called “‘this’ is the sign of the covenant” 

 25. f[m dqm (4 vols.; Warsaw: Baumritter & Genscher, 1889–97), 1:175b–176a 
(350–51). Part of the problem might be that Chaim Katz seems also to have been 
known as Avraham Chaim Cohen (the name on the title page of µyyjh Åra). Adding 
insult to injury, the online catalogue of the Jewish Theological Seminary Library 
describes the book as “Bible. Psalms. Hebrew” with no mention of Katz/Cohen or 
his commentary! 
 26. µl h µylwdgh µ  rps (Jerusalem: Otsar ha-Sefarim, 1992), 220 §142. 
 27. See µylht :a"dyjrh twrxwa rps (Jerusalem: Or Torat har. Chid’a, n.d.), 36a–b. 
 28. That is, circumcision. Cf. Rojtman, Black Fire on White Fire, 64. 
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(Gen 9:12, 17), and the Torah which is called “‘this’ is the Torah” (Deut 
4:44), and the shekhina which is called “this.” “The fool does not under-
stand ‘this’” (Ps 92:7), but David said, “with ‘this’ I know that you have 
favored me” (Ps 41:12). 

With this virtuosic reprise of the ambiguous demonstrative of Leviticus 
Rabba, we are nearing the end of our short excursion. Unlike the mid-
rash, Katz makes no effort to relate the psalm to the historical David; he 
hardly mentions David at all, in fact, and then only perfunctorily. 
 I will conclude with one last sample of eighteenth-century commen-
tary, in which David first disappears in a haze of kabbalistic symbolism, 
and then reappears as a role model for the reader of the psalm. This 
interpretation is from the µylht y wdyj of Rav Yeivi (Jacob Joseph of 
Ostrog), one of the “sages of the kloyz,” a circle of kabbalists in Brody.29

Rav Yeivi deviates immediately from most earlier commentary in joining 
the superscription dwdl to the psalm proper, and in the complete trans-
formation of the historical David. He writes: 

It is well known that the shekhina is called “David,” and that when 
“David” and Adonai are conjoined [i.e. yy dwdl, the first two words of the 
psalm], there is unity (dwjy) on high. Then Adonai is my light, granting 
continual illumination to me, that I might know the right path to walk, as it 
is written, “the commandment is a lamp, the teaching is a light” (Prov 
6:23). A person who is walking in the dark might fall into a pit, but one 
who has a lamp to light the way sees the pit and avoids falling into it. In 
like manner, the divine commandment provides light for the one who 
fulfills it, so that one will not fall into the pit of Gehinnom. The Torah 
comprises all of the commandments that illuminate the way for a person, 
so that one will not transgress the commandments and fall into the pit of 
Gehinnom… “My help” (y[ y) refers to those times when a person knows 
the right way, but commits a transgression nevertheless, because the evil 
inclination prevailed. It says “my help” because God provides help against 
the evil inclination. 

In order to amplify that last point, Rav Yeivi draws on the psalmist’s 
military metaphor in v. 3: 

David taught our fellow Jews to serve God, and not to fear any of the evil 
prosecutors who would impede that service. Just as a prince who is 
surrounded by a mighty army that protects him from all harm naturally 
fears no one, so too the righteous person is called a “warrior” and is 
surrounded by a mighty army brought into being through observance of 
the commandments, as the sages said, “one who fulfills a commandment 
acquires a defender.” 

 29. ybyy br rps (Brody: M. L. Hermelin, 1874), 54b–55b. On the kloyz, see EJ
10:554.
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Even if the army is invisible to the believer, faith is still possible—the 
certainty that “the shekhina, who is called ‘this,’ together with her 
legion, surround and protect” the penitent. 
 Rav Yeivi twice asserts the significance of the number 91, as well as 
the theurgic power of human action, in his comments on vv. 1 and 5: 

[on v. 1:] Then the psalmist says “whom [ymm] shall I fear.” The numerical 
value of ymm plus one [the aleph of the next word, [rya] is 91 [40+40+ 
10+1], the equivalent of ynda / h"ywh [26+65—two different spellings of the 
divine name]. Because of that unity, a person must fear the Exalted One. 
The reason is that all of the unities that are attained on high are by virtue 
of the good deeds that the righteous perform below. 

[on v. 5:] Everything that a person does in this world is preserved and 
stored away [÷wpx, from the same root as ynnpxy] for the world to come, 
whether for good or for ill, as recompense. How good it is for a person to 
be righteous and devoted to God, storing up [÷wpxy] good deeds that will 
provide reward in the world to come!… The interpretation of the verse, 
hksb ynnpxy yk is that what I store away [÷ypxm] every day for the world to 
come are the good deeds by which I establish unity between the Holy One 
and the shekhina, as is indicated by the numerical value of hkws [sic] = 91, 
equivalent to ynda / h"ywh.30 Then on an evil day God “will protect me in his 
tent,” namely by the shekhina, which is called “tent.” 

It seems reasonable for me to conclude with the strong theurgic impulse 
behind those two texts, in that I like to think of the retrieval of these 
obscure but fascinating commentaries as my own “good deed.” Jewish 
Psalms commentary is a treasure trove that still awaits discovery, for the 
most part. Late medieval and early modern commentary deconstructs and 
reconstitutes the Davidic persona to profound homiletical effect. 
Eschewing the down-to-earth philological approach of the classical 
commentaries (Rashi, ibn Ezra, Redak), the later works seek to forge an 
intimate connection between the inner life of “David” and the spiritual 
life of the pious reader. In doing so, they cast a fascinating (if occasion-
ally oblique) light on the psalms themselves. 

 30. Another member of the kloyz group, Moses Ostrer, proves that the sukka of 
v. 5 denotes the shekhina by observing that the letters preceding those of the word 
hksb can be arranged to spell ynda. See Ostrer’s h m rd (ed. A. Ostrer; Lemberg: 
Carl Budweiser, 1879), 58a. In his commentary on v. 4 (p. 57b), Ostrer cites a 
Lurianic tradition that takes the “one thing” (tja) David requests of God as an 
acronym connoting three things: the Land of Israel (lar y Åra), life in the world to 
come (abh µlw[h yyj), and Torah (hrwt). David makes this request of “Adonai” 
because that divine name refers to the divine attribute of mercy. Thus, David is 
asking that he receive those three benefactions out of God’s love, and “not by means 
of suffering.” 
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KABBALISTIC TEACHING IN THE COMMENTARY OF JOB
BY MOSES NAHMANIDES (RAMBAN)

Herbert W. Basser 

1. Jewish Mysticism as a Social Construct 

 My goal here is to discuss the major features of Moses Na manides’ 
Commentary to the Book of Job as they relate to his attitudes towards the 
mystical understanding of specific scriptures.1 The present article is 
written for those who are acquainted with kabbalistic2 discourse and no 
attempt has been made to provide a basic course here for those who 
require one. Nevertheless, even beginners will profit by looking here at 
the ingenious keys Moses Na manides (henceforth, Ramban3) provides 
for a recondite understanding of Job. I have tried to render biblical verses 
as I think Ramban himself would have preferred. 
 The religious insights of Jews from the second century onwards 
developed into mystical notions that in some respects suggest a devel-
oped approach towards an understanding of the sociology of religion. 
They affirmed that one’s religious structures and rituals strengthen the 
established culture of Torah and enhance the image of God as a collec-
tive concern. In modern parlance we would say that cultural and social 
matrices are determined and empowered by the beliefs and practices of 
members of that culture. These create a plausible social system based on 
a worldview that needs to be constantly renewed by individuals engaging 
their system as absolute truths. The idea developed that God’s names are 

 1. I am indebted to Jason Kalman, Hebrew Union College Cincinnati, who sent 
me his paper, “Righteous in his Own Mind: The Depiction of Job in the Zohar.” He 
also sent me Yakov Huckerman’s “haTa’anah haMikhra’at baTa’anot Elihu ben 
Barachel haBuzi lefi Shitat haRamban”, Beit Mikra 37 (1992): 339–47, and drew my 
attention to the piece by D. Silver, “Na manides’ Commentary on the Book of Job,” 
JQR 60 (1969–70): 22–23. 
 2. Of particular interest is the passage in Zohar Vayikra (3:75b). 
 3. Ramban is the acronym of Rabbi Moses ben Na man (1194–1270), the fore-
most Spanish rabbinic leader in thirteenth-century Spain 
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the sum total of the Torah and so though Torah observance, one describes
the limbs of God and by desecrating the laws one diminishes the name of 
God.4 Thus the observant Jew gives God existence in this world. The 
idea is traceable to very early ideas. The ancient Rabbis said Abraham 
was the first one to create such a community. The kabbalists said that 
Shekinâ is Israel, is Torah. The authority, the people, the Torah culture 
are all facets of each other. Ten Jews constitute the community, the com-
munity is the presence of the Divine, God and the community are created 
in Torah. Not only is God’s word the collective force of the community, 
the community transcends itself, renews itself and recreates itself in 
speaking the language of the Torah and its scholars.  
 As H. Chavel’s notes in his edition of Ramban’s “Introduction” to the 
Commentary to the Book of Job shows, kabbalists5 agree with Ramban’s 
solution to Job’s question: How is it that the perfectly righteous person 
can suffer if God is always just and merciful? Ramban, in his own veiled 
references and allusions, seems to resort to the idea of reincarnation. The 
reincarnated soul may need to be purified from its attachment to a 
previous body that was full of sin. The new location of the soul keeps its 
past karma. Being reborn in a pure body keeps the tainted soul from 
further blemish. God is completely just and merciful. He punishes the 
new body justly because its soul deserves punishment. God acts merci-
fully because he allows the soul entrance to immortality since suffering 
purges its stains from an earlier existence. Ramban’s Commentary to the 
Book of Job is essentially a non-allegorical commentary relying on other 
such commentators. It is in ch. 28 that Ramban will permit an exposition 
of the kabbalistic universe and process to enter the discussion, and more 
essentially in chs 33–38. In these later chapters he claims to have solved 
the riddle of Job: “why the righteous suffer” and the corollary “why the 
wicked prosper.” 

2. The Doctrine of Reincarnation is Secured

The notion of reincarnation surfaced in the rabbinic literature of the early 
Middle Ages even though Talmud and Midrash seem oblivious to it. 
However, the word gilgûl is used in the Talmud to talk about the dead 

 4. See Sifre Deuteronomy to Deut 32:19 (see H. Basser, Midrashic Interpreta-
tions of the Song of Moses [Berne: Peter Lang, 1984]), 190, and I. Abrahams, Studies 
in Pharisaism and the Gospels [New York: Ktav, 1967], 180); see also Ramban’s 
Introduction to his Commentary to the Torah to both Num 11:16 and to Deut 26:17; 
and see Zohar 1:24a. 
 5. The term kabbalist generally denotes religious scholars skilled in esoteric 
interpretations of Scripture during the middle and modern epochs. 
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rolling through prepared tunnels beneath the earth to the Land of Israel, 
so that they can be assured of inheriting the World to Come. The context 
is that of resurrection and not reincarnation. Saadia Gaon, in his Beliefs 
and Opinions (sec. 6) had complained about those who professed a belief 
in reincarnation. A talmudic passage using the term gilgûl runs as 
follows. 

Babylonian Talmud Ketubot 111a: 

Rabbi Yirmia son of Abba said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan: Whoever 
traverses four spans in the Land of Israel is assured of being a member of 
the next world. Now we might wonder about if Rabbi Eleazar [who 
required burial in the Land to become a member] would deny a place to 
the righteous buried outside of the land. Rabbi Ila’a said they were 
subject to gilgûl [in medieval times this referred to reincarnation but here 
apparently it means the body rolls underground to reawaken in the land]. 
Then Rabbi Abba Sela Raba objected that this would cause the righteous 
too much pain. Abbaye claimed that underground tunnels would be 
provided so they could reach grave sites in the Land. “And you bore me 
from Egypt and buried me in their burying” (Gen 47:7).

Many kabbalists and commentators after Ramban have not had any 
trouble talking about reincarnation approvingly in explicit terms. 
Ramban was unable openly to discuss the idea of reincarnation, known 
variously as gilgûl (the rolling soul), sod ha‘ibur (the secret of passing 
from body to body), and itûk (soul relocation). Likely he saw the rab-
binic sources were quiet about it and he believed that matters not dis-
cussed openly by the rabbis belonged to the esoteric law passed down by 
Moses through the prophets. As ma’asei merkava, the esoteric doctrine 
of the soul and the divine economy of justice could not be publicly 
discussed with students except in roundabout terms as the first Mishnah 
in aggigah ch. 2 makes plain. He might have spoken about it to select 
individuals but he did not permit himself to write about oral, esoteric 
matters. Nonetheless, later mystics such as Rabbenu Ba ya and Recanati 
do. Idel notes that Ramban was careful to express doubt over evaluating 
kabbalistic commentaries where he had not himself received the tradition 
from his teacher Isaac the Blind, or perhaps Belima as some sources refer 
to his mentor’s name. He points to the comment in the Job commentary 
(ch. 28) where he believes Ramban is expressing scepticism over the 
Gerona methods of interpretation.6 Idel seems to ignore that Ramban 
himself refers to finding out matters by himself through personal labour 
and God’s help. 

 6. See M. Idel, “We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This,” in Rabbi Moses 
Na manides (Ramban): Explorations in His Religious and Literary Virtuosity (ed. 
I. Twerksy; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 52–63. 
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3. Ramban as a Commentator: Mystic and Philosopher

Ramban is foremost a commentator. As such he has a two-fold duty. 
This bifurcated task is beautifully formulated in Elijah of Vilna’s Aderet
Eliyahu to Gen 1:1. Rabbi Elijah, known widely as the Gaon of Vilna,
apprises us of the fact that interpretation of written Torah entails more 
than the necessity of solving the problems of scriptural redundancy, 
strange syntactical constructions, and ambiguous grammatical structures. 
The commentator needs to grasp the sufficiency, not the necessity, of 
what the text can be made to reveal by an intuitive meditation on Torah’s 
words. It is apparent that “In the beginning God created the (et) heaven 
and the (et) earth” (Gen 1:1) requires the particle et so we can know that 
God did the creating rather than the heavens or the earth. However, this 
necessary grammatical observation does not preclude finding the word et
can also signify “with”—the heavens were created et—with their con-
tents, and the earth created et—with its contents. The theme is picked up 
again by Jacques Derrida, as cited by E. Levinas in a note to his book 
Beyond Being, who looks at the French expression vouloir dire which we 
translate as “means” but is the direct equivalent of ro eh lômar. Both the 
French and the Hebrew (apparently based on the French) literally mean 
“wills to say.” Derrida tells us that words, texts, have exterior modalities
(not just signs but also signifiers) as well as interior ones (more profound 
signifiers). It is this interior modality of a text that provides the elusive 
meaning of the external frame. The Jewish exegetes, including Ramban 
in the final sentences of his “Introduction” to the Commentary to the 
Book of Job, use the expression ra û l mor to bring to the surface what 
lies far beneath the surface of enigmatic texts. This task of the exegete is 
much different from the usage of kelômar which indicates a paraphrase. 
We must realize that the reality of a text is the text as we read it. 
Ramban’s reading of Job is not merely an interpretation of the book of 
Job, but it is the book of Job, interpreted. For kabbalists it is Job as it was 
meant to be read. 
 At the end of his “Introduction” to the Commentary to the Book of 
Job, Ramban writes: 

And so they, the verses, willed to say (rasû l mor) about the narrative 
concerning Judah [and Tamar]. Judah’s nature was not one to be drawn to 
whoring and he unaccustomed to such behaviour… This was one of the 
hidden miracles which are constantly portrayed in the Torah as we have 
explained.7 For from the blessed creator comes the divine will and the 

7. Moses Na manides, Commentary to the Torah, Gen 13:17 remarks: “From the 
experience of incredible public miracles one may acknowledge the fact of the hidden 
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decree of his desire to those powers which are close to him. That is, to the 
appointed messenger that would control that matter. From him it 
emanates to the powers of the spheres (galgalim) which act upon lower 
ones for the species and the individual (biklal ûveprat)… Yet dwelling on 
such speculation is not within the purview of this commentary. We shall 
dwell only on what is true and certain according to the outward sense of 
the text, which rests secure and certain in its conspicuous sense. More-
over the narrative contains a secret for the kabbalah is essential (yesôd)
for true Torah. 

Ramban seems to accept philosophical notions of the spheres while 
continuing to talk about the pšat (outward meaning) and sôd (hidden 
meaning) levels. We have to see here the levels of understanding: plain 
meaning, philosophical understanding, kabbalistic underpinnings. I am 
not certain precisely how this works, but the model I have in mind is 
very roughly something like this: (1) Ayin (lack of existence) is keter—a
kind of divine realm where creation begins by conceiving okmâ; (2) the 
realm of Yeš (the notion of existence) where bina begins and the sfirot
are differentiated at further levels below (the closer to God the greater the
unity and the less differentiated the matter). At the far tip of these levels 
is the beginning of physical creation. An “angel,” a demiurge in some 
naturalistic sense, absorbs the shefa-overflow emanating from the divine 
sfirot such that he can create miracles and even appear as a shekina in 
human form to those who lack prophetic gifts. There is a counter-shekina 
—satan—who can also influence what happens in the world in accordance
with divine permission. Ramban’s angel, analogous perhaps to Maimon-
ides’ “active intellect,” radiates influence and power into the physical 
world. Indeed, one finds confirmation here of Ramban’s essential agree-
ment with the Maimonidean scheme. We know he had written a letter to 
the sages of Provence verifying Maimonides’ position. Some think this 
was merely political. Septimus is certainly right that Ramban might well 
have believed what he wrote.8 Noteworthy also is David Berger’s nota-
tion that Ramban in his comments to Job 36:7 is very close to Maimon-
ides’ view of providence; God protects humankind which “is cognizant 
of (makir)” Him, as outlined in Guide III:18.9 Ramban also praises 

miracle for it is this which is the foundation of Torah. No one has a commitment in 
the Torah of Moses without the belief that all things and happenings are never the 
result of fixed natural laws. Whether they affect many or just an individual all is 
through supernal decrees…” 
 8. See B. Septimus, “Open Rebuke and Secret Love”, in Twerky, ed., Rabbi 
Moses Na manides, 11–38 (14). 
 9. See D. Berger, “Miracle and the Natural Order in Na manides”, in Twersky, 
ed., Rabbi Moses Na manides, 107–28 (120). 
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Maimonides for his words. Furthermore, he follows ibn Ezra (“the earth 
is suspended on No-Thing in the middle of the spheres”) in speaking of 
the spheres (galgalim) or intellects (an Aristotelian philosophic notion) 
in Job 36:7. Nevertheless, in ch. 28 he seems to know a kabbalistic 
reference in allusion to the sfirotic system using numerological gematria;
for example, 42 (bli) + 45 (mah) yields an important mystery based on 
Job 36:7 as mentioned further in the Appendix to this paper.  
 Nevertheless, there is a rift between the two scholars, Na manides and 
Maimonides, in terms of the extent of the role of accident and naturalistic 
philosophy that might govern individuals; the role of the intellect (in 
apprehending intellectual form) as opposed to piety (cleaving to God) in 
winning individual providence, and the role of sfirot in the control of the 
universe and the idea of hidden miracle. One has only to consider the 
debate between the two on why God punished the Egyptians after decree-
ing they would enslave the Israelites for 400 years. For Maimonides, God
influences the world through statistical probabilities while for Ramban 
God directly decrees the fate of individuals. Thus, Ramban could 
entertain the system of philosophy to a point, but the tensions between 
the kabbalistic framework and the philosophic could never be erased. For 
the idea of how the Gerona school configured the sfirot and to Ramban’s 
own view, not always in accord with it, one might refer to the structure 
of the divine universe in Ramban’s comments to Job 28, attached here as 
an Appendix, as cited from Ezra (or Azriel according to some attribu-
tions) of Gerona. 
 Ramban explains in an extended comment to Gen 18:1 (based on Lev. 
Rab. 1:9) that Abraham could not apprehend angels until he perfected his 
prophetic faculty. Moses, on the other hand, had a propensity to appre-
hend prophecy at all times with no special preparation. The passage is 
lengthy and a few salient points might be cited from his words. 
 When prophets apprehend angels they do so in visions which uncover 
the eyes. Scripture relates that angels appear in human form. When 
Scripture calls angels “men” the term alludes to the created glory among 
the angels which mystics call “garment.” This can be apprehended by the 
eyes of humans with pure souls such as the pious and the students of the 
prophets, but I am not able to elaborate. 
 The notion of grasping the true Torah is paramount in Ramban’s 
thought and he dwells at length, in his “Introduction” to the Commentary 
on the Torah, on the idea of a heavenly Torah written in fire to which our 
earthly Torah is a coded sign. Ramban deals with Kabbalah extensively 
in ch. 28 of Job, where after interpreting the ode to wisdom as every- 
one else did he copies the kabbalistic commentary of Ezra or Azriel of
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Gerona. It must have seemed proper to write these words because he 
found the comments in a written source which he could then use without 
qualm.
 To unlock the ultimate secret of Job, not unlike his method throughout 
his commentary to the Torah, Ramban tells us he relies on his own 
insights and what God reveals to him. He will meditate upon the Scrip-
tures to unlock the mystery of Job. Yet, he cannot allow himself to reveal 
the secret of the climax explicitly to us. That kabbalistic secret in a word 
is “reincarnation.” Kabbalistic traditions, he stresses, are part of an oral 
tradition passed down from Moses to Prophets to Sages and as such 
cannot be written in an explicit manner. Why does evil befall us and in 
particular Ramban’s generation, the Joban Jews (who suffered relent-
lessly at the hands of the Church), who spanned the latter half of the 
thirteenth century? Where is God’s mercy? Ramban wants us to see that 
kabbalistic secrets can maintain the principle of God’s mercy and total 
justness even if we can not really know all the inscrutable ways of God.  
 Ramban dwells on the secret of Job in ch. 33 of his commentary to Job 
as well as in his works Torat Adam of which the final part (Sha’ar 
haGemul) talks about the secret of Job, and his treatise on Kohelet. 
 Ramban’s Commentary to the Book of Job appeared only in the first
Mikra’ot Gedolot edition of Venice 1517–and was not revised until 
Chavel published his edition in 1963 through Mosad haRav Kook 
publishing in Jerusalem.10 The basic issue of Job for Ramban is the 
suffering of the righteous. Ramban tells us the book of Job is a part of the
Mosaic Torah—Moses asked God to show him his ways (Exod 33:13). 
Talmud b. Berakhot 7a takes this to mean that Moses asked God to 
explain the suffering of the righteous—and God responded to Moses by 
telling him about Job. Thus it was written by Moses and is a part of 
Torah. The Talmud requires the afflicted person to search one’s deeds 
and if finding no fault then to attribute them to isurrim shel ahava—
afflictions of love. Kabbalists explain God was kind enough to allow 
redemption for past sins in a past life. The Talmud notes that the addik
son of a Rasha (evil person) suffers justly. Some kabbalists explain that 

addik ben Rasha refers to a righteous person whose soul came from an 
evil prior existence into a new body (ben = who was reborn from).  
 Ramban’s key to Job, viz reincarnation, was adopted by all subsequent 
kabbalists.11 L. Ginzberg has a note saying that ibn Yahya’s Shalshelet 
haKaballah 13a claims that Uts died without children and Buz, his 

 10. The edition is based on manuscript Angelica MS Or. 72 fols 71r–96r. 
 11. See G. Scholem, Kabbalah (New York: Quadrangle, 1974), 345–46. 
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brother (Gen 22:21) married Uts’ wife.12 Job came from this levirate 
union. Ramban alludes to transmigration of souls in regards to the law of 
levirate marriage in his comments to Gen 38:8. The topic here is Er and 
Onan and Tamar and Judah and we have noted his comments about them 
in his Introduction to his commentary to Job. It may be of note that also 
Zohar (1:180a–b) sees Job as the product of a levirate marriage. 
 Ramban’s implicit notion that Moses received this revelation of Job on 
Sinai explains why Ramban wrote no scriptural commentaries beyond 
the five books of Moses and Job. We also note that the b. B. Bat. 15a 
claims:

Moses wrote his book (i.e. Deuteronomy) and the chapters about Balaam 
and Job…a tradition being that Job lived in the time of Moses.  

The Pentateuch and Job were the totality of Divine revelation to Moses 
that provided one with all the information to be a pious Jew. It is curious 
to realize that the Peshitta places Job immediately after Deuteronomy: it 
is appended to the Five Books of Moses. Furthermore, Ramban suggests 
that Elihu, a descendant of Abraham through Ram knew Kabbalah and 
Moses phrased Elihu’s answer in kabbalistic terms. It was not until after 
Elihu explained matters to Job that Job became a prophet and God could 
speak to him directly in the whirlwind. This was so since these doctrines 
had never been written down before this but were passed on by word of 
mouth from Moses to Prophets to Rabbis to Kabbalists. Ramban only 
alludes to meanings in a roundabout way throughout his commentaries.13

We must assume that Job himself received a clearer answer from Elihu 
since Ramban tells us that Job did not become a prophet until ch. 38. It 
must be then that Moses himself obscured Elihu’s words when he wrote 
the book of Job. In his Sha’ar haGemul, Torat haAdam (p. 279) Ramban 
tells us that Job had no knowledge of Kabbalah before Elihu addressed 
him. Like Moses, what Ramban finds in written sources, themselves 
allusive, he can copy for us. What is not written he will only allude to in 
the most circumspect fashion. So, for example, he will cite verbatim the
Sefer Bahir in his Torah commentary and in Job copy the kabbalistic 
commentary of Ezra (or Azriel). As for what Ramban felt empowered to 
innovate, we must pay close to attention to his words. In the present case, 
he says he applied his own mind to interpret matters and God showed 
him the rest by inspiration. 

 12. L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews (7 vols.; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1946), 5:381–82. 
 13. See Idel, “No Kabbalistic Tradition,” 63–64. 
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4. Ramban’s Arguments for Reincarnation from Job 
and Other Laws in the Torah

Let us now look in some detail at his treatment of Elihu’s speech in Job 
33.
 Ramban notes that Job does not contest Elihu’s words which justify 
the ills that befallen Job. These words must then hold the real solution of 
why the righteous suffer. Job knows himself to be righteous, he knows 
God to be just. Why then does he suffer? Ramban comments on Job 33: 

And I wrote elsewhere about the words of Elihu that he had received 
wisdom from the ’anš  nebûâ who had prophetic knowledge. Now I will 
explain so that the wise (adept in mystical knowledge) may be enlight-
ened vehamaskilim yazhirû.

He then proceeds to elucidate certain phrases in ch. 33:  

Job 33:17: To remove Adam ma’aseh…

Ramban will render this as “To remove the adam- elem (soul?) from the 
physical body.” He draws our attention to Num 31:53 kli ma’aseh 
(“material vessels”) intimating that ma’aseh means the “material man.” 
Ramban comments that this leads us to translate the end of Job 33:17, 
“When his body is extinguished from the man,” that is, “when the soul 
leaves its body.” 
 Others have shown that Ramban’s terminology came to be accepted 
within circles of mystics for many genrations. For example, Rabbi Isaiah 
Horowitz (d. 1630) in his Shnei Lu ot haBerit, commenting on Num. 
31:53, tells us that that sanctity of the material vessels (kli ma’aseh) used 
in the miškan (desert tabernacle) refers in fact to the obligations of the 
physical body. Again ma’aseh means “the body.” 
 We can now investigate the following verses from Job 33:18–23 as 
interpreted by Ramban: 

Job 33:18: He keepeth back his soul from the pit, And his life from 
passing away by a dart. 

He comments that the sense is that God holds the soul back from the 
power of sin and so the soul is not released to destruction. The soul 
might not be delivered to sin and so it can be eternally saved. This does 
not mean that there will be no initial pain; only that it will be held back 
from a certain point onwards—that he shall not be let loose into the hand 
of sin forever. As Ramban puts it, “He shall not pass over to perdition for 
ever.” Ba ya in Kad haKema 73b tells us this means that the soul can 
be held back because the person had once suffered affliction and this 
effected atonement. 
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Job 33:19: And he hath been reproved with pain on his bed, And the strife 
of his bones is enduring. 

For Ramban the point is that earlier sins might be atoned for through 
suffering. The defending angel, the intercessor who relates Job’s merits, 
pleads for forgiveness by relating his penance that Job may be saved 
from perdition. 

Job 33:20–23: And his life abhors bread, And his soul desirable food. His 
flesh is consumed from being seen, And high are his bones, which had 
not been seen! And draw near to the pit doth his soul, And his life to 
those causing death. If there is with him a messenger, An interpreter—
one of a thousand, To declare for man his uprightness. 

The upshot of these verses is that as a person dies an angel appears to 
plead his cause so that the following three verses (Job 33:24–26) tell us 
he might be reborn as at first and his earlier sins be remitted through 
suffering. The angel announces that he has found the payment for his 
sins that God may now show him grace and seek his release—I have 
found his kofer. Ramban looks carefully at Job 33:24—“Let him give him 
grace and he says: punish/redeem him from descending to destruction—I 
have found his payment.”
 For Ramban, both repentance and physical ailments can keep one 
from death. Sins can be removed by paying kofer, a substitute payment 
for one’s life. The obvious reference here is to Exod 21:29–30: 

And if he was a goring ox two or three days previously and his owner 
was warned and did not watch him and he kill a man or a woman, the ox 
shall be stoned and also its owner shall die. If kofer (punishment–money) 
is placed upon him he can give this soul redemption according to all that 
is placed upon him.  

Ramban reads these verses to mean the go’ l hadam—who seeks the 
right to kill the owner of the cow who killed his relative—must give the 
owner a chance during his whole life to pay the kofer. Rabbenu Ba ya, 
who was the first serious interpreter of Ramban’s methods, sees here a 
direct reference to Job 33:24 (“I have found his payment”). This accords 
with both what Ramban stresses in Exodus and Job: when kofer is fully 
paid then the soul of the offending party is redeemed. 
 We now continue with Job 33:28–30: 

He redeems my soul from going into the pit and my soul shall see the 
light. Verily, all this God will allow two or three times with a person to 
revive his soul from perdition to light, through the light of life. 

For Ramban, God redeems the soul two or three times. This is reminis-
cent of the owner of the ox being warned two or three times (actually 
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three) to guard his ox from misbehaving. Now, if the sinner at some 
point suffers and repents before it is too late, his soul is joined to the 
upper light that me might behold the face of the king, the light preserved 
for the righteous. The wicked he destroys by withholding their light. 
Finally, in Job 33:30, Ramban tells us that God will rescue the wicked 
person’s soul from perdition into light—the light of the living. Now in 
deep kabbalistic terms he tells us gam yitaken—“yea at the end his soul 
will be bound with the bounds of the living with the Lord his God.”  
 Ramban appends an obscure poetic flourish at this point.  

And so this answers the question of the righteous who suffer and likewise 
we see the answer to the problem of the wicked who prosper. It is all the 
same point. It is a great mercy—and if you want to understand this divine 
secret give your heart to my opinion. 
And your intelligence will be informed.
If against sin’s punishment you protested  
Let the cloud from off your countenances be wrested  
May your eyes behold the king and the bride
And you (m.) shall anticipate geûlâ:
You (f.) shall see the gazelles, the twin deers.
And gezerâ and binâ.

This obscure poem has been widely discussed and one of the more 
intriguing solutions is found in the teshuvot (Responsa) of Rabbi Levi 
ben Habib (siman 8), where he equates the symbolism to Yehuda and 
Tamar (levirate rites being an issue to provide a son who houses the soul 
of his mother’s dead husband). However, Tishbi’s Perush ha-Agaddot 
leRabbi Azriel,14 has a glossary equating the “king” with binâ and the 
bride with malkhût and a strong argument could be made for a purely 
kabbalistic understanding of the motif. Finally Ramban’s comments to 
Job 36:12 (“And if they do not heed, letting loose [sin], they shall pass 
[into a new body]”) suggest that he will not say too much more about 
reincarnation. The method of interpretation is as clear as it can get under 
the circumstances and he leaves the summary for two more chapters. 
Those who know will understand. He remarks that his point has been 
made, “I have already explained the point of letting loose and passing.” 

5. Ramban’s Summation and his Influence 
on Later Mystical Commentary 

Job 38 is of the utmost importance for Na manides’ mystical insights. 
We find that Ramban on 38:13 speaks of holding the earth and shaking 
the wicked off when their judgment day comes as determined by the 

 14. I. Tishbi, Perush ha-Agaddot leRabbi Azriel (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1983). 
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divine decree. In 38:14, “It turneth itself as clay of a seal—and their 
statures are made as clothing,” Ramban tells us that 

The earth shakes off the mortal coils like sealing wax and places others in 
their stead and adapts to its shape like its waxen property. Now it has its 
replacement somewhat like a garment and by way of derek emet (kab-
balistic) insight we note: When their time comes the wicked are shaken 
off from the earthly portion which like sealing wax assumes various 
shapes so that each one (soul) can now stand as if draped in [new] gar-
ments and stature while the wicked are deprived of the light of their 
countenances. 

He notes that the body is just a garment that clothes the soul.15 In his 
comments to Job 38:15 Ramban sums up: 

And according to derek emet the verses are telling that when their time is 
up the wicked are shaken from off the earth (body). The earth (body) 
changes over like sealing wax which can assume many forms. Each of 
these (souls) is then encased in the like condition of a garment of linen 
which is its form. For the light of their countenance (their divine souls) is 
held back from the wicked and they are sown with maggots which would 
now break them—and this is the matter of Elihu’s speech. 

 Two generations later, Rabbenu Ba ya explains the point in his own 
cryptic comments to Deut 25:9 in his commentary to the Torah: 

God grants great mercy to Israel to enable every soul to reach the divine 
light. This was the matter alluded to by Elihu and God told Job to heed 
the advice of Elihu…whereby all the evil doing (souls) are in the MAN, 
which is the drape of new clothing. 

This brings us full circle to Job 33 and allows us to see that the kabbalis-
tic tradition since the time of Ramban has been to see Job as suffering for 
the sins of a past life and redeemed because this suffering effects 
atonement and payment for these transgressions. 
 The influence of Ramban’s acceptance of the doctrine of reincarnation 
on Jewish mystics was enormous. Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz known as 
Shelah HaQodesh after the initials of his magnum opus, Shnei Lu ot
HaBrit wrote an extended note on the subject in his “Notes to Deuteron-
omy Ki T ts .” He concludes with a reference to that understanding of 
the book of Job which Ramban was the first to allude to: 

And it is known to those who are adept in mystical speculation that the 
reincarnated transferred spirits (megûlgalim) are referred to as “another 

 15. See Job 10:11 (“you clothe me in skin and flesh”)—the real person is within. 
On this point, see E. Wolfson, “The Secret of the Garment in Na manides”, Da’at
24 (1990): 25–49. Also see his “By Way of Truth: Aspects of Ramban’s Kabbalistic 
Hermeneutic”, AJSR 14 (1989): 103–78. 
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[a rim].” The emblematic biblical verse for all of them [concerns a 
remarried divorcee] “and she shall go out and be to [or become] another 
person [iš a er]. Deut 24:2; cf. Jer 3:1. [The paradigm is] “trait corre-
sponding to trait (midâ keneged midâ)”—the one is a transferred spirit 
[megûlgal] and the second is a transferred wife [megûlgelet]. The com-
mon element allows transferred spirits to be called “another”—for they 
are not themselves but “another” and for this reason they bear the pun-
ishments of their first lives. Now this is the essential meaning [sôd] of 
[b. Ber. 7a] “A righteous person who has bad experiences is one who is in 
fact a righteous person but springs off [lit. the son] of a wicked person 
[ben raša]”—i.e. [ben raša] refers to one whose soul had done evil in a 
“previous existence.” “A wicked person who has good experiences is one 
who is evil springing off [lit. the son] of a righteous person [ben addik].” 
—[ben addik] refers to one whose soul had been righteous in a “previous 
existence.” This is explained in Sefer HaBahir. He is truth and his Torah 
is truth and his punishments are punishments of truth. Since we are 
unaware of the kind of soul a righteous person had in a previous experi-
ence his present sufferings look strange to us. The One who does know 
all that which is hidden from us, may the name of the All-knowing be 
blessed, renders punishments of truth to the deserving. And this is the 
essential meaning of the sufferings of Job—for he was bearing the sins of 
a previous existence. And he was in fact righteous. 

 Horowitz, according to my reading, compares the divorcee to the soul, 
rather than just looking at a marriage of two people with transmigrated 
souls (a possible reading of megûgal and megûgelet). The Zohar, on the 
other hand, seems to read the verse not as an allegory of a reincarnated 
soul but as the very process of souls inhabiting bodies (again).  

Zohar 2:103a discusses “And she [who was cast out] shall go out and 
be for another [a r] person” of Deut 24:2: 

Now “another” has been learned and “another” has been studied and 
“another” is written and “another” is read—This refers to what is stated—
“And from another dust it shall grow (Job 8:19).” I.e. the outcasts join 
together into one—the outcasts of that world and the outcasts of this 
world. And because this woman [soul] who is of the supernal essence 
became bonded to the earthly essence [body] I can call this latter essence 
foreign [a er] and it can be called “last [a ar].” 

[Here is the interpretation of Deut 24:2:] 

“And she [who was cast out] shall go out and be for another person (iš)
(Deut 24:2).” What is meant by calling this person “another” here? Also 
what is meant by being called “last” and is this one necessarily the last 
[incarnation]?—Behold if it [the soul] is righteous, well and fine,16 but if 
not it will be returned and transferred and be planted as it was at the start. 

 16. It will be the last incarnation of that soul—a ar—at the end. 
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APPENDIX

Commentary of Ramban to the “Ode to Wisdom”: 
Book of Job 28 

Now the foregoing commentary was à propos the propositions argued 
back and forth in the verses of the Book of Job. But the Kabbalists17 have 
explained the verse, “Silver has a definite source” (Job 28:1) to refer to a 
theological discussion of the “ma’aseh merkaba–upper chariot.” They 
say that “the four metals” in the verse alludes to their elemental source 
that encompass the ten sefirot. The verse says that they have a source.18

“Distinct edges he built about the darkness” (Job 38:3) which is discussed 
in the “ma’aseh ber šit–Account of the World’s Beginning”19 and where 
the essence of everything is defined [which place stretches] until the 
structures built from the letters.20 And [then interpret “He opens the 
stream…” (28:4) using the knowledge that] the paths of okhmah are 
called “stream”—and this is where he molds a mouth from which this 
Hokhmah flows out. “These things are lost at the foot”—a metaphor for 
the removed nature of these matters (from human perception). “And from 
the Earth goes out bread” (28:5) alludes to the place of the supernal will 
which provides the sources for Hayyim and also for the midat hadin–
Emanation of Judgement. “The place of ryps for its stones” (28:6)—the 
twenty-two letters. “A Pathway unknown by winged creatures”—the 
thirty-two pathways stem from a single path which are unknown even to 
the angels and they have never been seen by any eye (essence) or vision 
(form). “Through a flinty rock he sends forth his Hand” (28:9)—he 
compares okhmah to a jagged flint-stone in regards to the Pathways 
which conceal it. “He plucks up mountains from their foundation” 
(28:9)—and he reveals the hidden matters beneath them—and the verse 
(28:11) calls “streams” those entities incorporated in the word “water” in 
the account of the world’s Genesis. Then after these “streams” flowed out 
then “everything glorious His eye perceived” (28:10) referring to that 

 17. Recanati, Commentary to Torah 3b identifies the following passage, likely 
that of Ezra, with Rabbi Azriel’s commentary to Job. What follows is a coded expo-
sition of how divine energies manifest themselves from pure spiritual, non-physical 
being, to states of larger existence encompassing realms which already produce in
nuce more conceivable entities that give rise to a system of emanations that comprise 
ideal forms, which, after further differentiations, can operate at our lowest levels of 
physicality. The hidden origins of all existences lie in the mysteries of the upper-
chariot while the nameable, “separated-out” entities, are specified in the first chapter 
of Genesis. 
 18. See Sefer Yet irah 1:2 and see next note. 
 19. See how there are ten items in the first few verses of Gen 1: heaven and earth, 
tohu and bohu, light and darkness, wind and water, day and night. Cf. Isa 45:7—“he 
formed light; he created darkness, he made peace he created evil.” 
 20. See Sefer Yet irah 2.
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which He delineated (in Gen 1) so that whole world (begins with) “water 
in water”—and He binds them together—and then separates between 
water and water by commanding (Gen 1:6)—[Let there be] an expanse 
[between water and water]. “And the concealment”—and the conceal-
ment of Hokhmah brings forth Light “And the OKHMAH from AYIN is 
formed”—its formation is from AYIN. “And no man knows its arrange-
ment”—its process. “And it cannot be found in the land of the ayyim.”21

[Even] the angels, wherever they are, strive to know it. 
 “The pit says it is not in me”—the verse relates an inscrutable allusion 
that He created the OKHMAH from AYIN and moreover it is hidden 
(even) from the angels until the point of visible shadow. But divine forces 
through mystical processes brings forth emanations of the four elements. 
And this is what the verses (24/25) mention: the edges of the earth and 
the under-part of the heavens which contains fire,22 wind and water.
 “Then He saw”—in his primordial thought23 and brought from it (the 
“sefirotic” process) as sfr (e.g. book), sofer (teacher), sipur (knowledge: 
so Recanati)24—And (in turn) okhmah, Tevunah, Da’at.
 “And he spoke concerning ADAM”25 because the earth is suspended on 
blimâ (Job 26:7), “Yea the fear of the Lord is okmah” (28:28)—which 
is the Emanation of Goodwill and Providence of HaQadoš Barûk Hû. 
 Now this is their method of explication of these verses and the ideas in 
and of themselves are worthy of praise and endorsement. Yet we cannot 
know if the Joban context can tolerate this method of interpretation. So if 
it is Kabbalah26 we should understand it kabbalistically (nekabel).27

 21. The Angels who are called Hayyot in Ezek 1:5. 
 22. See Gen 1, where fire is seen to be the element of “darkness.” 
 23. Based on SPYR in Job 28:6 and ber šit, see Fragment Targum to Gen 1:1. 
 24. From an incomprehensible jumble of letters, the teacher organizes the 
markings from a book into firm concepts and a fixed narrative. So the sfirotic enter-
prise allows for the process of unimaginable divine power becoming refracted into 
discrete concepts capable of coherent transmission. The metaphor serves to show 
how transmission allows for transformations that end in a definite form—SeFeR, 
SoFer, SiPuR. Thus “SfiRot” alludes to the incredibly lengthy paths by which the 
creative letters flow into the process of Creation. Creation then is a revelation of the 
mystery of the divine force. 
 25. Perhaps based on blymâ (Job 26:7 has mystic numeric value—BL = 32, a 
number of complex kabbalistic significance; YMH = 55, numerically equal to Job 
28:28 reference to K = 10 and MAH = 45 and ADM = 45, also Job 28:28). The 
numerology is complex, obscure and uncertain. 
 26. Im kabbalah hi—lit. “if it’s a tradition”—and not conjecture. 
 27. Idel, “No Kabbalistic Tradition,” 57, accepts the common literal sense of the 
phrase, “we will accept it (the tradition/as opposed to kabbalistically)” since he 
thinks Ramban likely does not accept the kabbalistic interpretation. Idel is convinced 
that Ramban is consistent in his demand for that to be real Kabbalah there has to be a 
real chain of tradition going back to Moses. He leaves no room for Ramban’s own 
qualifications as to what God shows him as being significant. 
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THE UNITED COLORS OF THE MENORAH:
SOME BYZANTINE AND MEDIEVAL PERSPECTIVES

ON THE BIBLICAL LAMPSTAND

Steven Fine 

Rabbinic tradition has it that Moses had great difficulty imagining the 
form of the lampstand that God described to him on Sinai.1 In suggesting 
this difficulty, the Rabbis put their collective finger upon a very real issue 
in Pentateuch studies. Anyone who has tried to draw or fabricate the 
Tabernacle artifacts based solely upon the biblical descriptions, as my 
students and I often times try to do, knows that the biblical text assumes 
that the reader can visualize the object that is described based upon pre-
existing knowledge. These word pictures are in no way complete, but 
rather are schematic verbal renderings. The descriptions must have been 
clear to the original audience(s), who could visualize the artifacts in 
terms of their own material culture(s).2 For later generations, however, 
these contexts were lost, and the texts became quite opaque. This opacity 
was acknowledged by the ancient Rabbis when they imagined that 
Moses became so frustrated that he thrust a glob of gold into a fire, and 
God formed the menorah himself. Moses is jealous of Bezalel’s handi-
work in making the lampstand, accusing him of sneaking up Mount Sinai 
and seeing a model that God drew for Moses with his finger, but which 
Moses himself could not fabricate. He accuses Bezalel of having stood 
“be-tsel-el,” in God’s shadow. This sense of God having shown Moses 

 1. Exod. Rab., va-Yakhel 48, 3; Yal. Shemoni, va-Yakhel, no. 411; Num. Rab.
15:10; Midrash, be-Ha’alotkha 3:6; Midrash Tan .huma (Buber) be-Ha’alotkha 4:11. 
On Bezalel in Rabbinic sources, see L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews (7 vols.; 
Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1968), 3:154–61, esp. 
n. 338. I discuss these traditions in depth in my Art and Judaism in the Greco-
Roman World: Toward a New Jewish Archaeology (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2005), 99–102. 
 2. B. Jacob, The Second Book of the Bible: Exodus (trans. W. Jacob; Hoboken: 
Ktav, 1992), 763, 781, makes this point about the Pentateuchal descriptions of the 
Tabernacle.  
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an actual model is inherent in the biblical text itself, which tells Moses to 
produce the Menorah and other temple vessels “after the pattern for 
them, which is being shown you on the mountain” (Exod 25:40). 
 From antiquity to the present, literary scholars and artists have strug-
gled to imagine the menorah that Moses was “shown.” They based their 
work upon the literary sources they could read, received visual traditions, 
and through recourse to material culture. Modern scholars, particularly 
Carol Meyers and Rachel Hachlili, have delved into the Near Eastern 
contexts, and recently Hachlili has catalogued most of the representa-
tions of the menorah from the Greco-Roman period.3 Little research has 
been done to show the ways that late antique and medieval commentators 
used their own material cultures to imagine the form of the menorah. In 
this article I will discuss just a few of the Rabbinic sources that describe 
the biblical menorah, and place those sources against the background of 
the material culture of the Greco-Roman period. I will draw upon Rab-
binic literature, the archaeology of ancient synagogue, ancient churches 
as well as medieval Jewish and Christian literature and art. 
 What did the biblical menorah look like? Artists, exegetes, and poets 
all thought about this question during late antiquity. Yannai the Paytan,
who flourished in the land of Israel during the sixth century CE, provides 
us with one of the few literary texts on the subject that was written by a 
single author, and not the result of years of literary redaction. A detailed 
discussion of the menorah’s form appears his qedushta for abbat be-
Ha’alotkha, Num 8:4

 Light that shows and makes seen, and of action and deed
You gave wisdom to the humble one (Moses), and his eyes were aglow. 
 By your finger you showed him, and by your mouth you instructed him 

And in your household you trusted him, and as an artisan you taught him. 
 …hammered, it was hard [to work], 

His hand was unwilling, and he found making it difficult
 Its parts were not welded together, but made from a [single] ingot, 

The weight of a talent, of recognized value. 
 Decorated with almond blossoms, [the lamps] inclined [toward the 

central lamp] and of beaten work,  
It was eighteen hand breadths tall in measure. 

 3. See C. Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 
the Biblical Cult (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1976), and compare to R. 
Hachlili, The Menorah, The Ancient Seven-Armed Candelabrum: Origin, Form and 
Significance (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 7–40.  
 4. The Liturgical Poetry of Rabbi Yannai (ed. Z. M. Rabinovitz; Jerusalem: 
Bialik Institute, 1985–87), ed. Rabinovitz, poem 109, 2:35–40 and Rabinovitz’s full 
commentary. I discuss this text in greater detail in my Art and Judaism, 159–61. 
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 There were forty-two vessels on it, and all of them were drawn out of it. 
 One gold was as in the vision, and the image of three [different] golds 
was seen. 
 The calyxes were formed ( ) in green gold,5

the bulbs in red and the flowers in white. 
 The shape of the calyxes was like cups,  

According to the vision it was created and made. 
 The bulbs were made like apples, 

And the beautiful flowers, like capitals ( ). 

This text generally summarizes Rabbinic traditions about the menorah 
that are known from Palestinian sources and the Babylonian Talmud, all 
of which are assembled by the most recent editor, Z. M. Rabinovitz. It is 
especially valuable when set within the liturgical contexts of late antique 
synagogues. Images of the menorah are ubiquitous within this institu-
tion—in the mosaics, bas reliefs, decorating ritual objects, and on 
jewelry.6 Free standing menorahs were used to illuminate many an 
ancient synagogue.7 Yannai is writing of an artifact that was well known 
to him. Of particular interest in Yannai’s poem are the shapes and colors 
of the menorah’s calyxes, bulbs, and flowers. Nowhere does Scripture 
suggest that the menorah was constructed in multi-colored gold. Exodus 
25 and parallels simply mention that it must be made of zahav tahor. 
From a materials engineering perspective, absolutely “pure gold” would 
not, however, have been a suitable material for an artifact as intricate as 
the menorah. It is too soft to mold into artifacts as complex as those of 
the Tabernacle without some admixture of copper or some other metal. It 
is thus possible to imagine white gold (gold mixed with silver), reddish 
gold (gold mixed with copper) and yellowish gold (gold mixed with tin). 
“Pure gold” is thus a relative, and not an absolute, description of the 
alloy used to fabricate the menorah. Scripture, followed by Yannai him-
self, however, asserts that the menorah was made of a single ingot and 
that the various parts of the menorah were not fabricated separately. In 
his words: “Its parts were not welded together, but made from a [single] 
ingot.” This stipulation seems to preclude the possibility of different gold 
alloys being used to make various parts of the menorah. Yannai was not 
the only late antique author to imagine a colored menorah. The colored 
menorah tradition appears in Palestinian piyyutim after Yannai. Lazar the 

azan, whom E. Fleischer dates tentatively to the first half of the ninth 
century, described the menorah quite graphically: 

 5. See Ps 68:14. 
 6. See Hachlili, The Menorah, passim.
 7. Actual examples include menorahs discovered at Hammath Tiberias A, Maon 
in Judaea and Sardis. See Hachlili, The Menorah, pl. II–3a–b, II–5, II–7.  
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Fabricated of one gold was its gold 
But three separate golds could be seen in it… 
White and green and red it shined 
The appearance of green was the gold of its calyxes 
Pleasing and red was the gold of its bulbs 
Shining white were its flowers.8

 Midrash Tan uma, a more-or-less contemporary document, describes 
the menorah projected by God to help Moses conceptualize the lamp as 
having been quite colorful. According to this midrash, Moses was shown 
the menorah in white fire, red fire, black fire and green fire.9 The 
ascription of colors of gold to specific parts of the actual menorah—the 
floral decorations of the branches, is known only from Yannai’s poem.  
 At first I was at a loss to explain Yannai’s focus upon “three different 
golds,” green, red, and white, and Midrash Tan uma’s multi-colored 
fires. I went looking for ways to color gold in a later stage of fabrication. 
It turns out that metalworkers during the Greco-Roman period were quite 
adept at adding patinas to the surfaces of gold in a virtual rainbow of 
colors. A fine example is a Greek papyrus from Egypt, dating from the 
third to fourth centuries CE that contains explicit directions for the 
coloration of gold and other metals.10 It seems possible that Yannai and 
other late antique authors took full advantage of the range of hues 
possible in gold patinas during this period.  
 None of the extant images of menorahs from the Land of Israel present 
a range of colors that is in any way parallel to those described by Yannai 
and Midrash Tan uma—this despite the fact that mosaicists could 
certainly show a broad range of colors.11 The Beth Alpha mosaic, for 
example, includes five shades of black and grey tesserae, five shades of 
red, two of pink, four of yellow, three of brown, and one each of green 
(emerald) and violet (amethyst).12 As among Christians in their churches, 
it is likely that brilliant colors were applied to many of the now-bare 
stone synagogue bas reliefs that have been uncovered, including the bare 
limestone menorahs that were used to illuminate such synagogues as 

 8. “Qedushtaot yud”het le-Roshei odeshim u-le- anukkah me’et Lazar he-
azan,” Qovets El Ad 9 (19) (1980), 43, 112. See also Piyyu ei Rabbi Pin as ha-

Kohen (ed. S. Elizur; Jerusalem: Forum of the World Union of Jewish Studies, 
2004), 516. Cf. Fine, Art and Judaism, 161. 
 9. Midrash Tan .huma, Shemini 8. See Rabinovitz’s comment, p. 37, lines 12–13.  
 10. Leiden Papyrus X, in Les Alchimistes grecs (ed. R. Halleux; Paris: Belles 
Lettres, 1981), 1:22, 40–41. 
 11. Hachlili, The Menorah, pl. II–8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19, 37, 50. 
 12. E. L. Sukenik, The Ancient Synagogue of Beth Alpha (Jerusalem: Hebrew 
University, 1932), 22. 
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Maon in the Judean hills and Hammath Tiberias A. In the wall painting 
of the Villa Torlonia catacomb in Rome the menorah is indeed multi-
colored, the artist having used a variety of colors including brown, green, 
and red.13 Perhaps colored menorahs in wall paintings inspired our poet’s 
colored menorah. Such a situation would create a real sense of continuity 
between the performance of the poem and the “set” upon which it was 
acted out, the synagogue. The notion that parts of the menorah were of 
different colors was known to artisans in medieval Ashkenaz and Italy, 
undoubtedly on the basis of the late antique traditions that have been 
presented, but also following local decorative conventions. Colored 
menorah continued in synagogue art into the modern period. An early 
example is a Bavarian Pentateuch from Regensberg in Bavaria, which 
dates ca. 1300. There the bulbs are red and blue and flowers gold, green, 
and blue.14

 The calyxes, bulbs, and flowers of Exod 25 and 37 received a number 
of treatments by authors and artists. Yannai saw them as being formed, 
you will recall, as follows: 

The shape of the calyxes was like cups,  
According to the vision it was created and made. 
 The bulbs ( ) were made like apples, 

And the beautiful flowers ( ), like capitals ( ). 

This tradition parallels b. Menah. 28b, where the third-century Babylo-
nian Amora, Samuel, citing his grandfather (or perhaps an elder, saba15)
describes the elements of the menorah. This tradition attempts to provide 
denotations for the gevi’im, kaftorim, and pera im. I will focus on the 
latter two:  

Kaftorim, to what may they be compared? To Cretian apples.  
Pera im, to what may they be compared? To columns.  

In the first issue of the Hebrew Language Academy’s signature journal 
Leshonenu, published in 1928, Ephraim Hareuveni took up the question 
of Cretian apples, identifying “Cretan apples” “with the gallnuts of a 

 13. Hachlili, The Menorah, II–49  
 14. Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 180/52, folio 155v. Reproduced in Y. Israeli, ed., 
In the Light of the Menorah (Jerusalem: Israel Museum; Philadelphia: The Jew- 
ish Publication Society of America, 1999), 58. See also the menorah illustration 
in an Italian Bible dated 1300 at the British Library (Harley MS 5710, folio 136 
recto). 
 15. M. Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic 
and Geonic Periods (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University; Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2002), 782–83. 
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variety of Salvia [sage] native to Crete.”16 Hareuveni goes on to note that 
Kaftor is the biblical name for Crete, which clearly stands at the basis of 
Samuel’s explanation. Still, images of “apples,” whether the Cretian vari-
ety or others, do not appear in synagogue mosaics. Josephus preserves a 
very different tradition, one that sees the bulbs as a series of pomegran-
ates. Thus we read in Ant. 3:144–46: 

It was made up of bulbs and lilies, along with pomegranates and little 
bowls, numbering seventy in all… 

Josephus’ “bulbs and lilies,” sphairia kai krina, parallels the Septuagint 
translation of kaftor va-ferekh, “bulbs and flowers.”17 “Pomegranates and 
little bowls” finds no parallel in the Septuagint. It seems to translate
gevi’im meshukadim. There is no parallel to this description of the men-
orah’s branches, to my knowledge, anywhere in Rabbinic literature. 
Pomegranates appear in numerous depictions from ancient synagogues, 
including the limestone menorah from Hammath Tiberias A and in the 
mosaic of the Synagogue of Severos, also at Hammath Tiberias.18 In 
these depictions the branches of the menorah are constructed solely of 
pomegranates. It is significant that Christians did not use the pomegranate
motif in similar ways, so this motif must derive from Jewish approaches 
to the menorah that are common to the artisans and to Josephus.  
 The explanation of the “flowers” as “columns” that appears in b.
Menah. 28b and in Yannai’s piyyut is more difficult. My guess is that 
Rashi is correct in explaining, tsiyurin she-metsayyarin ba-amudim
(“Images drawn on columns”), taking his terminology from Onkelos’s 
comment on Exod 25:33, which interjects  (“drawn or fashioned”) 
into the biblical verse. In place of sheloshah gevi’im meshukadim ba-
kaneh ehad, Onkelos reads, talata khalidin metsyarin be-kanya hada. 
Before Rashi’s eyes may have been capitals incised or carved in low 
relief with floral motifs—a medieval version of the Corinthian capital. 
Note here, for examples, capitals from the Worms synagogue, dated 
1075.19 This is a legitimate interpretation within the late antique context. 

 16. E. Hareuveni, “The Knobs of the Menorah and the Cretian Apples,” Lesh-
onenu 1 (1928): 49–52 (Hebrew), restated by N. Hareuveni, “ ‘Knob and Flower’ 
in the Design of the Menorah,” in Israeli, ed., In the Light of the Menorah: Story of a 
Symbol, 39–42.
 17. A. Rahlfs, ed., Septuaginta (Stuttgart: Privilegierte württembergische 
Bibelanstalt, 1959). 
 18. R. Hachlili, Ancient Jewish Art and Archaeology in the Land of Israel
(Leiden: Brill, 1988), 241–49. 
 19. R. Krautheimer, Mittelalterliche Synagogen (Berlin: Frankfurter Verlags-
Anstalt, 1927). 
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Corinthian capitals are well known from late antique Jewish contexts in 
Palestine.20 Comparison with Rashi’s commentary on Exod 25:33, 
however, suggests that Rashi had something else in mind: 

“three cups made like almonds, each with capital and flower”: [It should 
be understood] as Onkelos translates: They [the capitals] were engraved, 
as is done to silver and gold objects, which is called niello. 

Niello (nieller for Rashi21) is a method of producing delicate and minute 
decoration on a polished metal surface by incised lines filled in with a 
black metallic amalgam and was known already in the Roman period.22

During the eleventh century the capitals of the powerful Benedictine 
abbey church of Cluny were covered with silver plates and decorated 
with niello in various patterns.23 For Rashi, who discusses this technique 
on a number of occasions, niello work was an important feature of 
Bezalel’s “toolbox” of metalworking techniques.24

 The Targumic description of the menorah’s branches as metzayrin
(which appears in the Palestinian tradition as well as Onkelos25) seems to 
be the germinating point for yet another imagining of the menorah. 
Targum Sheni to Esther, a Byzantine period document, asserts that the 
branches of the menorah that stood upon of Solomon’s throne were 
decorated with portraits of biblical heroes: 

Now at one side of the lampstand were standing seven golden branches, 
upon which were portrayed (metzayrin) the seven Patriarchs of the world, 
and these are their names: Adam, Noah and the great Shem, Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob and Job among them. Now at the other side of the lamp-
stand were standing seven other branches, upon which were portrayed 
(metzayrin) the seven pious ones of the world and these are their names: 
Levi, Qehat, Amram, Moses, Aaron (and) Eldad and Medad, as well as 
the prophet Haggai among them. 

In imagining the context for this menorah I am reminded of the numer-
ous biblical figures at Dura Europos, and more to the point, of the images 

 20. See, for example, my Sacred Realm: The Emergence of the Synagogue in the 
Ancient World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), pl. 21, 37, 38, 47, Fig. 
5.22.
 21. M. Narkiss, Niello Work as a Jewish Craft (Jerusalem: Studies of the Jewish 
National Museum Bezalel 2; Jerusalem: Society of Friends fo the Jewish National 
Museum, 1942); idem, “Niello: Pereq bi-ydi’at ha-techniqa shel Rashi,” in Sefer 
Rashi (ed. J. L. Maimon; Jerusalem: Mosad haRav Kook, 1956), 538–42.  
 22. Encyclopedia Britannica 1911. Online: <http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/>.
 23. Encyclopedia Britannica 1911. Online: <http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/>.
 24. “Niello: Pereq be-Yediat ha-techniqa shel Rashi,” passim.
 25. See Targum Neofiti, Fragment Targum, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, ad loc.  

http://www.%201911%20encyclopcdia.org/
http://www.%201911%20encyclopedia.org/
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of Noah, his sons, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Aaron, and Daniel in various 
Palestinian synagogue settings from Byzantine Palestine.26 More than 
these, though I think that the repetitive presence of images of biblical and 
church heroes in Church contexts provides the artistic context. The 
decoration of metal service vessels, book bindings, wall mosaics, and 
church domes with repetitive human figures (be they prophets or saints) 
is ubiquitous in Christian settings.27

 To conclude: it is no wonder that the Rabbis imagined Moses unable 
to visualize the object that he was ordered to construct. Without con-
textualization, it is tough for us as well. During late antiquity Rabbis and 
artisans grappled with the biblical menorah, interpreting this artifact 
against the background of the world within which they lived. Yannai’s 
tri-colored gold is readily explained in terms of the technology and 
synagogue decoration of his day. The forms of the kaftor va-ferakh and 
the gevi’im ha-meshukadim were imagined in terms of the floral of the 
eastern Mediterranean and the use of floral themes in contemporary art. 
The Targumic notion of decorated branches (metsuyarin) even generated 
the idea that the images of culture heroes might decorate the branches of 
a menorah. Much more may be said about other elements of the menorah 
—the shapes of the branches, arrangement of the lamps, and more. That 
will have to wait for another occasion. In the meantime, we can only 
wonder and imagine what it was that Moses “saw” when God “showed” 
the menorah to him “upon the mountain”—and marvel at the ingenuity 
of the artisans and text scholars who gave this illusive artifact so strong a 
presence in the world of late antiquity. 

 26. On Dura, see C. H. Kraeling, with contributions by C. C. Torrey, C. B. 
Welles, and B. Geiger, The Synagogue (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1956). 
On biblical themes in Palestinian synagogue art, see Hachlili, Ancient Jewish Art in 
the Land of Israel, 287–300; Z. Weiss and E. Netzer, Promise and Redemption: A 
Synagogue Mosaic from Sepphoris (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1996). 
 27. K. Weitzmann, ed., The Age of Spirituality: Late Antique and Early Christian 
Art, Third to Seventh Century (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1979), 
396–669.
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BIBLICAL EXEGESIS IN THE PASSION NARRATIVES
AND THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS 

Lawrence H. Schiffman 

1. Introduction

Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, it has been virtually a 
commonplace that the contemporizing nature of Pesher exegesis, both in 
the sustained Pesher texts in Scriptural order and when embedded in 
other sectarian texts, closely parallels the way the Hebrew Scriptures are 
used in the Gospels.1 We will remember that the Gospels often allude, 
either directly or indirectly, to passages from the Hebrew Bible that are 
seen as being played out in the life of Jesus. Often, especially in cases of 
explicit quotation of Hebrew biblical material, the New Testament asserts
that the events of Jesus’ life constitute the fulfillment—the actualization 
—of prophetic or other statements in the Hebrew Bible. From a theologi-
cal point of view, such interpretations assert the early Christian view that 
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection constitute the fulfillment of “Old 
Testament” prophecy. From an exegetical point of view, like the Qumran 
Pesharim, such interpretations constitute a contemporizing interpretation 
that claims that the events of the eschatological present have been 
foretold in Hebrew biblical tradition of hoary antiquity. Ab initio, such a 
concept in no way flies in the face of the classical Jewish belief in proph-
ecy, a belief shared by all Second Temple literature and by the early 
Christians. What concerns us here, however, is the need to undertake a 
much more careful comparison of the role of such contemporizing inter-
pretation in the Pesharim and the Gospels, and to illustrate this problem, 
we have chosen the canonical Passion Narratives, a set of Gospel texts in 

 1. G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls: Qumran in Perspective (Cleveland, Ohio: 
W. Collins and World Publishing, 1978), 213–14; J. C. VanderKam and P. Flint, 
The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Understanding the 
Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), 
349–50.
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which reference to the Hebrew Bible and its interpretation certainly is to 
be expected.2

 For the most part, our comparisons will deal with form and function, 
for only a few parallels in content exist. We will of course ignore all the 
silly, parallelomaniacal comparisons that have emerged from attempts to 
see the Dead Sea Scrolls texts as referring directly to Jesus, John the 
Baptist, or early Christian history. Such views are easily disproved by 
Carbon-14 tests.3 Rather, we will assume throughout that we deal here 
with different corpora and different religious groups, and that the funda-
mental question is whether the Qumran material has influenced, or is 
otherwise similar to, the New Testament material. 
 At the outset, the contrast of literary genres must be noted. In attempt-
ing to understand the literary genre of the Passion Narratives, scholars 
have focused on Jewish stories of persecution and vindication.4 Such 
stories, found in the Hebrew Bible and Second Temple literature, origi-
nate as court tales about a wise man who, as a result of conspiracy, is 
persecuted, consigned to death, saved, vindicated, and exalted. These 
elements are common despite differing setting, characters, and underly-
ing issues. But in the Gospel case, the main character is a real person 
from the recent past, and he is assigned the status of messiah, Son of 
God. In this way, the genre that described the suffering of the righteous 
is used in early Christian literature to tell of the death of a divine being. 
In the Gospel text, this story is told in a historiographic manner, so that 
the Passion Narratives resemble Greco-Roman accounts of the exploits 
of great men. Accordingly, biblical exegesis can occur in a number of 
contexts.  
 For our purposes, we need to distinguish carefully several types of 
Hebrew biblical usage found in the Passion Narratives. They are: bor-
rowing of biblical language, actual biblical imagery, indirect quotation, 
and direct fulfillment quotation. In any case, the overall Passion Narra-
tives resemble historical texts, with exegesis thrown in here and there.5 A 

 2. See E. E. Ellis, “Biblical Interpretation in the New Testament Church,” in 
Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient 
Judaism and Early Christianity (ed. M. J. Mulder; CRINT section 2; Assen/Maas-
tricht: Van Gorcum; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 691–725. 
 3. G. Bonani et al., “Radiocarbon Dating of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” ‘Atiqot 20 
(1991): 27–32; A. J. T. Jull, “Radiocarbon Dating of Scrolls and Linen Fragments 
from the Judean Desert,” ‘Atiqot 28 (1996): 1–7. 
 4. G. W. E. Nickelsburg, “Passion Narratives,” ABD 5:172–73.
 5. In this respect, they resemble the pseudo-historical narratives, such as that of 
the Zadokite Fragments (Damascus Document), which include isolated Pesher 
interpretations, on which see below. 
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further type of exegesis is typological interpretation, which may be seen 
for our purposes as a wider, overarching interpretation going way beyond 
any given text in its scope. This is the role of the Suffering Servant motif 
in the Passion Narratives. 
 Totally different in form are the Pesher texts. Pesharim may be roughly
divided in terms of their literary form into three categories: (1) for some 
of the prophets, as well as for Ps 37, we have “continuous Pesharim,” 
that is, essentially sustained, verse by verse, interpretations of the biblical 
material, in a style that we would call a commentary. (2) A second type 
is usually termed “thematic Pesharim” in which verses relating to a 
central theme, such as the End of Days, are interpreted within the frame-
work of a defined text. (3) Finally, there are “isolated Pesharim”—pesher-
type interpretations embedded within larger texts on other subjects.6

Some have theorized that when a pesher-type interpretation appears in 
another kind of text, these passages may be drawn from sustained Pesher 
texts that no longer survive. Still unresolved is the question of whether 
the Pesher form of interpretation was limited to the Prophets and Psalms, 
for these are the only texts for which Pesharim have survived.7

 This means that the Pesher texts, certainly the sustained texts running 
in Scriptural order, are essentially interpretive documents into which 
have been inserted some supposedly historical details. Since the domi-
nant theme of much Pesher is the current persecution of the Teacher of 
Righteousness, it is interesting to note that the literary presentations of 
the suffering (passion) of Jesus and that of the Teacher of Righteous-
ness—so often compared—are totally different.8 But we will see that the 
contrast goes much further. Scholars of the Passion Narratives have 
argued that the Hebrew biblical tradition helped to shape the narrative, 

 6. G. J. Brooke, “Qumran Pesher: Toward the Redefinition of a Genre,” RevQ 10 
(1979–81): 483–503; D. Dimant, “Pesharim, Qumran,” ABD 5:244–51; C. A. Evans, 
“Biblical Interpretation at Qumran,” in Judaism in Late Antiquity. Part 5, The Juda-
ism of Qumran: A Systematic Reading of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Vol. 2 (ed. A. J. 
Avery-Peck, J. Neusner, and B. Chilton; Handbook of Oriental Studies 1: The Near 
and Middle East 57; Leiden: Brill, 2001), 105–24. 
 7. Cf. L. H. Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls: The History of 
Judaism, the Background of Christianity, the Lost Library of Qumran (Philadelphia: 
The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1994), 224. 
 8. See E. Wilson, The Scrolls from the Dead Sea (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1955), 84–87 for an early presentation of this approach. On the Teacher of 
Righteousness, see M. A. Knibb, “Teacher of Righteousness,” EDSS 2:918–21. For a 
judicious comparison, see C. M. Pate, Communities of the Last Days: The Dead Sea 
Scrolls, the New Testament and the Story of Israel (Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity, 
2000), 215–29.  
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and, therefore, the role of exegesis would be expected to be very exten-
sive.9 Further, the context of worship is seen as the Sitz im Leben for the 
formation of the earliest Passion traditions. There is no question of the 
formative role of the Hebrew Bible at some points in the Passion Narra-
tives, but we will find that true exegesis, as opposed to allusion, is not 
that common.10 There is no consistency or continuity to biblical allusions 
and exegesis in the Passion Narratives such as we find abundantly in the 
scrolls.  
 When faced with the enigma and tragedy of Jesus’ death, as opposed 
to the expected onset of the messianic era, early Christians searched the 
Scriptures for a basis upon which to understand the events they had 
experienced. They found, according to their particular tendentious inter-
pretations, that all was foretold in the Hebrew Bible. Accordingly, they 
included in the various versions of the Passion Narrative that circulated 
direct quotations from and allusions to Hebrew Bible texts, and also 
simply borrowed verbiage here or there. General references were also 
made to the death of the Son of Man that they believed to be foretold in 
the Bible (Mark 14:21; Luke 22:22). In addition, longer, typologically 
interpreted passages stand behind elements of the Passion Narratives, 
such as the Suffering Servant passages in Isaiah, as understood in early 
Christian interpretation. Seen in this way, Jesus’ suffering and death were
turned from failure and disappointment into fulfillment and salvation.11

2. The Hebrew Bible in the Passion Narratives

The Passion Narratives contain a variety of passages that evidence Hebrew
biblical exegesis of various types. Some of these types of interpretation 
are common in Second Temple period Jewish texts and others, particu-
larly the fulfillment passages, are distinctly Christian. It is worthwhile to 
survey some of these, commenting along the way about their relationship 
to Qumran biblical exegesis.  

 9. J. D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish 
Peasant (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 367–72; idem, Who Killed 
Jesus? Exposing the Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Gospel Story of the Death of 
Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 1–222. 
 10. Cf. J. B. Green, “Passion Narrative,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels 
(ed. J. B. Green and S. McKnight; Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity, 1992), 601–4. 
 11. R. E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A 
Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (2 vols.; ABRL; New 
York: Doubleday, 1994), 1:26–35. 
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a. Fulfillment of Scripture as a General Concept with No Specific Passage
An interesting phenomenon is the general appeal to fulfillment of Scrip-
ture without reference to any specific verse. Examples of this are Matt 
26:54 (Scriptures) and 56 (Scriptures of the Prophets) where no text is 
mentioned.12 Both of these texts seem to derive from the more general 
Mark 14:49 where Jesus says upon his arrest, “But let the Scriptures be 
fulfilled.” Also to be compared is John 17:12 (and the general usage in 
1 Cor 15:3). These verses basically assert the overall principle that Jesus’ 
career and death are all prophesied, according to the early Christian 
view, in the Hebrew Bible. 
 To this general concept we can compare the fundamental assumption 
behind the Pesher genre, in all its manifestations, a concept which under-
lies the Qumran sectarian sense of apocalyptic exegesis. This view shares 
the Qumran sectarian notion that the end of days is at hand, that it is 
already upon us, but not yet accomplished, and that its specific onset is 
foretold in the prophetic literature of ancient Israel.13 Pesher literature 
assumes that the events of the last days are encoded in the prophets and 
can only be understood by the sectarian Teacher of Righteousness 
through a process of inspired biblical exegesis. Once the hidden meaning 
of the text is divulged, then its fulfillment can be seen to be happening 
and its denouement can be predicted. The overall message of prophecy, 
then, is being fulfilled in the lifetime of the sect, in the transition to the 
end time. This is very similar and may have influenced the Christian 
fulfillment notion in its general sense. 

b. Presumed Exegesis with No Verbal Parallel
Biblical verses can be alluded to with no explicit indication of quotation, 
let alone of fulfillment. Matthew 26:64//Mark 14:22//Luke 22:69, describ-
ing Jesus’ supposed trial before the Sanhedrin—really an ad hoc group of 
priestly supporters—places in his mouth the statement that they will see 
the Son of Man seated at the right hand of God.14 In this context Jesus 
more or less admits his messianic status as Son of God, apparently iden-
tical with that of Son of Man. Son of God is a messianic term in a pre-
Qumranic Aramaic text,15 and Son of Man takes that role in the Parables 
of Enoch, the section of the book of Enoch that is not represented in the 

 12. Cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:277–78, 287–89. 
 13. B. Nitzan, Megillat Pesher abakkuk mi-Megillot Midbar Yehudah (1Qp 
Hab) (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1986), 19–28.  
 14. Cf. Matt 22:41–46//Mark 12:35–37//Luke 20:41–44. 
 15. E. Puech,  “4QApocryphe de Daniel ar,” in G. Brooke et al., Qumran Cave 
4.XVII: Parabiblical Texts, Part 3 (DJD 22; Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 165–84.  
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Qumran fragments. The reference to the right hand of God (dynamis = 
Hebrew )16 is certainly a reflection of Ps 110:1 (a Psalm of David) 
where God tells Melchizedek, pictured as an eternal heavenly priest, to 
sit at His right hand (cf. also Acts 7:56). Our New Testament passage 
clearly assumes the identity of Jesus and Melchizedek, as in Heb 7:3 
where Jesus is referred to as Son of God.17 The Passion Narrative here 
assumes all this exegesis of Ps 110:1 and also follows the notion of 
11QMelchizedek18 that Melchizedek is an eschatological figure. This 
exegesis of Ps 110:1 underlies the Gospel account, but there is no speci-
fic indicator of quotation or exegesis.19 Further, the Gospels tend to refer 
to Psalms of David as describing Jesus since they identify Jesus as the 
Davidic messiah. 
 In the versions of Mark and Matthew there is one other element, 
namely that the Son of Man is coming on or with the clouds of heaven. 
This element is not derived from Ps 110. Rather, it comes from Dan 
7:13, the passage which serves as the basis for the use of Son of Man as a 
messianic title. Here the Son of Man “comes…with the clouds of 
heaven,” and reaches God’s presence. This verse, seeing the Son of Man 
in God’s presence, is taken in the Passion Narratives as referring to the 
same phenomenon as Ps 110:1, the presence of the messiah at God’s 
right hand. 
 Deuteronomy 16:2 required that the Passover be offered “in the place 
that the Lord will choose.” It is possible that the story about the choice of 
the place of the Last Supper in Matt 26:19//Mark 14:14//Luke 22:11 
reflects this notion since Jesus is identified with the Lord, and he makes 
the choice in a seemingly arbitrary manner. But there is no verbal corre-
spondence that would tip off the reader or hearer of the reference to the 
Hebrew Bible, and it would be assumed that readers would know that 
Jesus here stands in for the Lord (God) of Deuteronomy. 
 By definition, this type of exegesis cannot occur in a sustained Pesher 
text since such a Pesher, like Pesher Habakkuk, for example, is arranged 
as a verse by verse commentary. Further, the nature of Qumran texts is 
that they are effectively pastiches of biblical language, pastiches which 

 16. See G. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic 
Tradition (2d ed.; New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1965), 
67–69.
 17. P. Kobelski, Melchizedek and Melchireša (CBQMS 10; Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1981), 115–29. 
 18. F. García Martínez, E. J. C. Tigchelaar, and A. S. van der Woude, Qumran 
Cave 11.II (11Q2–18, 11Q20–31) (DJD 23; Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 221–41 and 
pl. 27. 
 19. Cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:494–515. 
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allow us always to find hints in their verbal makeup of the exegesis 
behind the passages. Since the New Testament passages originated in 
Aramaic speech or in Greek writing, such verbal Scriptural hints are 
often impossible to find in New Testament passages, but at Qumran they 
are still visible. 

c. Presumed Exegesis with Verbal Parallel
The influence of Ps 22 on the Passion Narratives is probably greater than 
that of any other Hebrew Bible passage. Matthew 27:39//Mark 15:29 
tells of the deriding of Jesus when he was on the cross. The language of 
this description, “derided him, wagging their heads,” is virtually the 
same as Ps 22:8. This indicates that the description of the suffering of the 
righteous in that Psalm was taken to apply to the suffering of Jesus. 
Other motifs in this passage also are paralleled in Ps 22. 
 All the Gospels (Matt 27:48//Mark 36//Luke 23:36//John 19:29) report 
that Jesus was given vinegar to drink while on the cross. There is a simi-
lar reference in Ps 69:22 (a psalm of David) that may have influenced 
this detail.20 It may be that John’s account, referring also to hyssop, 
reflects Exod 12:22, which points to the idea that Jesus was symbolically 
a Passover sacrificial lamb. The same account (John 19:33, 36) refers to 
Jesus’ legs as not broken, and sees this as the fulfillment of the biblical 
law of the Passover in that Exodus passage.21

 This form of allusion is also not found in sustained Pesher because of 
its lemma and commentary format. In the Pesher the supposed main 
biblical source can always be recognized, but one may compare here two 
phenomena: secondary sources in sustained isolated Pesharim, and Pesher
passages in other Qumran texts where this phenomenon is common. 
 To illustrate the first phenomenon, we may cite 1QpHab 5:4–5. Here 
the text is interpreting Hab 1:12 as referring to God’s handing over 
judgment of the nation to His chosen ones, the sectarians.22 But in the 
language of this text, one can detect the phraseology of Isa 2:4 and 11:4, 
which are taken here to deal with the end of days, and then interpreters 
assume that the shoot of David in Isaiah is either the sect’s messiah or its 
collectivity. 
 The second phenomenon is reflected in, to give the best example, the 
Two Spirits text (1QSa 3:13–4:1).23 That this list of qualities of the 

 20. Cf. ibid., 2:1074–78. 
 21. See also Num 9:12. 
 22. Nitzan, Megillat Pesher, 164–65. 
 23. Cf. the commentary of J. Licht, Megillat ha-Serakhim mi-Megillot Mid- 
bar Yehudah (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1965), 88–105; idem, “An Analysis of 
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Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness is based upon Gen 6:5 (
) is shown by the brief phrase  in 1QS 4:5. So here we 

see that, as in the Gospel examples, in Qumran sectarian exegesis a short 
verbal parallel can indicate a complex scriptural exegesis that stands 
behind the passage. 

d. Legal Exegesis with No Direct Biblical Allusion
According to Matt 26:65, after Jesus effectively asserted at his trial 
before the priestly Sanhedrin that he was the messianic Son of God, the 
high priest tore his clothing, declared that this was blasphemous, and said 
that no further testimony was needed. This passage assumes an inter-
pretation of Lev 24:15–1624 according to which Jesus would be guilty of 
the sin of blasphemy. Such a definition of blasphemy would mean that 
blasphemy was equivalent to insulting God by arrogating His powers to 
oneself. Hence, it was the Son of God idea, not the messianic claim, that 
would have led to this charge.25 This would be tantamount to “cursing 
God” as referred to in Lev 24:15. (While the Bible commands stoning for 
this offense [v. 14], this is not referred to at all in the Passion Narratives.) 
That claiming to be the Son of God was seen as a violation of biblical 
law is stated in John 5:18, 10:33, and 19:7. As in Mishnaic law (m. Sanh.
7:5), the claim of Jesus leads to tearing the garments as a sign of mourn-
ing for the disgrace to God. While the New Testament could have 
derived this idea from exegesis of Num 14:6 and 1 Kgs 18:37 it is more 
likely the result of knowledge of tannaitic halakhah on this issue. In any 
case, the trial scene’s assumption that Jesus had committed blasphemy is 
based on an exegesis of Leviticus even though no actual biblical quota-
tion is present.  
 In this case, it is assumed that the law is known and that its interpreta-
tion is as stated. Such a method of legal prescription is similar to the 
approach of Qumran legal texts that are based on biblical commands but 
are written abstractly. Yet in those texts we can perceive the language of 
the biblical sources in the formulation. The relationship of this New Tes-
tament passage to its biblical antecedent is only partially evident due to 
the relationship of its legal vocabulary to the Septuagint text of Leviti-
cus. We cannot compare to Pesher texts here since they do not take up 
legal issues. 

the Treatise of the Two Spirits in DSD,” in Aspects of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. 
C. Rabin and Y. Yadin; ScrHier 4; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1958), 88–100. 
 24. Cf. also Num 15:30. 
 25. See Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:520–27, for a full discussion. 
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e. Explicit Fulfillment Passage
Matthew 27:35//Mark 15:24//Luke 23:34 describes the soldiers who 
executed Jesus as casting lots over who would take which of Jesus’ 
garments. This is in accord with Ps 22:19 in which the speaker describes 
his persecutors as dividing his garments by lot. This Psalm was signi-
ficant for the formation of the Passion Narratives.26 John 19:24 adds 
specifically that this was to fulfill the words of Scripture in Ps 22:19 
which is quoted in agreement with MT. John speaks of division of the 
garment into four parts (apparently there were four soldiers). He tells us 
that Jesus’ tunic was “without seam, woven from top to bottom” (v. 23). 
Exodus 28:32 describes the high priestly garment in a similar manner, as 
being an opening with a seam that does not tear, and “a binding of woven 
work round about…so that it does not tear.” It seems then that Jesus is 
described as clothed in high priestly garments, a sort of typological 
exegesis expressing Jesus’ supreme priestly role. Clearly, John has added 
this idea to the Passion tradition he received.27

 Luke 22:35–38, which has no parallels, has Jesus tell the disciples that 
each should get a sword, in order to fulfill what was written about him, 
“and he was reckoned with transgressors.” After two swords are acquired 
Jesus tells them that it is enough. The quotation from Isa 53:12 is in 
accord with the MT. The verse mentions that the Suffering Servant 
“exposed himself to death,” and this seems to be symbolized by the 
acquisition of swords by the disciples. Again, here we have a fulfillment 
passage which explicitly pictures Jesus as commanding an action in 
order to fulfill a verse. 
 First, we should stress that the fulfillment terminology has no paral- 
lel in Pesher literature, even though Pesher understands the biblical 
prophecies as coming to pass in their day. If one moves beyond the 
terminology it is easy to find examples of a similar claim in Pesher texts. 
To take one simple example, 1QpHab 11:17–12:1 takes the prophecy of 
Hab 2:17 regarding a man of violence as referring to (fulfilled in) the evil 
priest’s actions against the sectarians and the city of Jerusalem. Else-
where, the text makes clear that the real actualization of these prophecies 
is regarded as taking place in Second Temple times. But here we must 
note a contrast. In the New Testament, it is assumed that the uninter-
mediated prophecy is clear and refers to Jesus and his followers. Yet in 
the sectarian Pesher, the meaning is seen as secret and only divulged 
through the inspired exegesis of the Teacher of Righteousness. 

 26. Ibid., 2:1455–65. 
 27. Cf. Ibid., 2:953–57. 
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f. Complex Fulfillment Exegesis
In Matthew’s version of the betrayal, Judas is offered thirty pieces of 
silver (26:15). The same amount is mentioned in the story of Judas’ return
of the money and suicide in Matt 27:3–10. Here a number of Hebrew 
Bible passages come into play. In Exod 21:32 this is the amount of silver 
paid to a master whose slave (male or female) had been killed by a 
goring ox. In Zech 11:12 it is the wages paid to a shepherd, “the noble 
sum that I was worth in their estimation.” So, this amount is the value of 
an innocent person who is God’s servant, Jesus, as per Exodus, who was 
a shepherd of humankind, as per Zechariah.28 Matthew 27:6 identifies the 
money as “blood money” with which the priests bought a potters’ field in 
which to bury strangers.29 This is said to fulfill the prophecy of Jeremiah, 
but what follows is the quotation, in some otherwise unknown form, of 
Zech 11:13, which refers to a potter and money being thrown into the 
house of the Lord. Here the verse is read as follows: “At God’s command 
I took the thirty shekels and threw it down in the Temple, that price that 
had been paid for Jesus, and it went to pay a potter for his field that 
became a cemetery.” This cannot be said to be an interpretation of the 
text, but rather an adaptation of it to turn it into a fulfillment quotation in 
John.30 The attempts of scholars to explain this passages as based 
alternatively on the MT and LXX, and the generally rewritten character of 
the quotation from Zechariah attributed to Jeremiah, are reminiscent of 
the use of variant forms of biblical citations—even tendentious variants 
—in Pesher texts or in Pesher units within other Qumran texts.  
 In this example the interpretation is based on a text of Zechariah which
either reflects a variant or has been tendentiously altered. A similar phe-
nomenon is found in Qumran Pesher where sometimes both the expected 
text and its emended version are interpreted seriatim. Further, this type of 
interpretation was dependent on an explicit secondary quotation. This is 
the case with the explanation of Hab 2:16 in 1QpHab 11:12–15, which is 
based also on explicit reference to Deut 10:18 (cf. Jer 4:4). Indeed, use of 
a second passage to interpret a first typifies midrash exegesis.31

 28. Cf. Ibid., 2:638–47. 
 29. The use of Greek korbanas for the Temple treasury in this verse refers to the 
treasury of funds donated for sacrifices (see K. H. Rengstorf, “Korban, korbanas,” 
TDNT 3:860–66, and Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:645) into which it was 
considered forbidden to place so-called “blood money.” Note that T. Gad 2:3 values 
the money for which Joseph was sold, not as twenty silver pieces as in the MT, but as 
thirty of gold (cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:658). 
 30. Cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:647–52. 
 31. L. H. Schiffman, The Halakhah at Qumran (SJLA 16; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 
59–60.
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g. Sustained Reinterpretation of Hebrew Bible Passage
John 13:18 directly quotes Ps 41:10 as prophesying that one of the disci-
ples will hand Jesus over. The author interpreted the Psalm (of David) as 
referring to Jesus. The full verse referred to “My ally in whom I trusted, 
he who had shared my bread” as having “lifted his heel against me,” and 
this prophecy was said to have been fulfilled by Judas’ action. Here the 
heel is a symbol of dishonesty as in the story of Jacob and Esau in Gen 
27:36. Psalm 41:10 was taken as if it meant: “My disciple Judas whom I 
trusted, he who had eaten of my body symbolically at the Last Supper, 
has dealt deceitfully with me, by turning me in to the Romans.” 
 Of similar illustrative function is the use of the Hebrew Bible in Matt 
26:31//Mark 14:27. Jesus is pictured as knowing in advance that the 
disciples will scatter upon his arrest. This text, in both versions, then 
quotes Zech 13:7 (“for it is written”) as prophesying the scattering of the 
disciples. Indeed, verses from Zech 9–14 play a prominent role in the 
Gospels. Chapter 13 begins with references to the House of David, here 
taken as referring to Jesus, although the beginning of the chapter could 
not be so interpreted. Yet 13:3 does seem to describe the destruction of 
God’s shepherd and the scattering of His sheep, although the New 
Testament quotation matches neither the MT nor LXX. We should note 
also that in CD 19:8–9 this same prophecy is interpreted to refer to the 
messianic destruction of present-day evil rulers and their followers. In 
the New Testament version, Jesus is the model shepherd whose sheep, 
the disciples, nonetheless scatter out of fear upon his arrest.32

 This type of interpretation is common in Pesher texts. Essentially, the 
entire verse is made to refer to something different, and each of its com-
ponent parts is understood to refer to that subject.33 An often discussed 
passage in 1QpHab 5:8–12 illustrates this phenomenon. Here the words 
of the prophet, “Why do you look on, O treacherous ones, and keep silent 
while the evil one swallows up the one more righteous than he,” is com-
pletely interpreted as if it stated: “Why do you, O House of Absalom and 
your fellows, look on and keep silent, as the Teacher of Righteousness is 
attacked, and why do you not help him against the man of lies who 
despises the Torah?” This type of sustained rereading of the verse is 
exactly the type of exegesis we noted in the New Testament passage 
under discussion here.  

 32. Cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:126–30. 
 33. S. L. Berrin, The Pesher Nahum Scroll from Qumran: An Exegetical Study of 
4Q169 (STDJ 53; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 9–19. 
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h. Typological Exegesis
While verses referring to the servant motif are particularly prominent 
neither in the Gospels nor in the Passion Narratives in particular, the 
image of Jesus as a righteous sufferer hovers over the Passion Narratives 
as a typology, which readers tend to impose even if it is not specifically 
alluded to.34

 Despite some claims to the contrary, the Qumran community did not 
believe in a suffering servant/messiah who would vicariously suffer for 
the community and save it. Nor did any other group of Second Temple 
Jews understand the Suffering Servant passages of Isaiah as referring to a 
messiah who would suffer and die for the sins of others. Rather, this 
seems to be a uniquely Christian idea in that period, even if the later 
Targum saw the servant as a messianic figure.35

 While some allegorical interpretation in Pesher might be compared to 
typological exegesis, it is probably best to look elsewhere in the scrolls 
for comparison. The servant motif in the Gospels is so overarching that 
the best comparison is with the use in the scrolls of the symbol of the 
Temple for the sect.36 Once this topos had been established, it then 
informed a variety of contexts in which the sect is described as a house 
or holy house,37 and this, in turn, reflects on the sect’s self-image and 
temple-like practices. The Qumran type of overarching exegesis, how-
ever, should not be seen as completely adumbrating Christian typological 
exegesis, since the latter is in some ways closely related and no doubt 
influenced by Hellenistic Jewish allegorical interpretation. 

i. Literary Adaptation
Matthew 27:24 describes Pontius Pilate as washing his hands and 
declaring, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” After 
this the people are pictured as answering with the infamous blood curse 
(v. 25). Pilate’s washing of his hands and his claim of innocence are 
derived from Deut 21:6–7. Here the last phrase, “and our eyes did not 
see,” referring to the crime, is rephrased as: “See to it yourselves” (lit. 
“You will see this”). This New Testament passage with no parallels 
seems to represent not an exegesis, but rather a literary adaptation. After 

 34. Cf. R. T. France, “Servant of Yahweh,” in Green and McKnight, eds., 
Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, 744–47. 
 35. See J. H. Charlesworth, “Suffering Servant,” EDSS 2:901–2. 
 36. B. Gärtner, The Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testa-
ment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965).  
 37. 1QS 8:5–6, 8–10; 9:61. Cf. Licht, Megillat ha-Serakhim mi-Megillot Midbar 
Yehudah, 171–72.



 SCHIFFMAN  Biblical Exegesis in the Passion Narratives 129 

1

all, the Deuteronomic passage refers to an unidentified corpse, and here 
we deal with a man to be executed whom the author portrays, through the 
actions of Pilate, as innocent. We should mention that the ritual of Deut 
21:5 is actually performed by the priests in the presence of the elders and 
judges,38 and Pilate washes his hands in their presence, as do the elders in 
Deut 21:6. 
 This passage represents a rewriting of the biblical text in which it is 
made to apply to the present-day case at hand. Such adaptations are com-
mon in the Qumran texts that we call rewritten Bible, but in these com-
positions, entire stories are rewritten. Here we have the redirection of a 
verse from one application to another, to present as innocent the true 
killer of Jesus. Rewriting has been harnessed for a purpose opposite to 
that of Deuteronomy—not to atone for the innocent but to whitewash the 
guilty. 

j. Citing of Aramaic Translation
Psalm 22 appears again when its second verse, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” in Aramaic translation, is pronounced by Jesus 
on the cross (Matt 27:46//Mark 15:34).39 Aramaic translations were by this
time in use as we know from the Qumran Leviticus and Job Targums40

that must have been a small part of a corpus of translations of Scripture 
into Aramaic. However, Jesus’ death cry in Luke 23:46 is taken from Ps 
31:6, also a Psalm of David. This usage appears to be simply the borrow-
ing of phraseology, and it is hard to see it as exegetical in character. In 
general, these passages combine the motif of the persecuted righteous 
man (Ps 22) with the framing of Jesus’ death as a paschal sacrifice.
 The use of Aramaic for direct speech survives in several passages in 
the New Testament since Aramaic was the daily language of the Gali-
leans who were the first Christians.41 The sect was apparently Hebrew 
speaking, so despite the presence of Targum manuscripts among the 
Aramaic pre-sectarian texts in the Qumran collection, parallels to the use 
of short Targum passages in the New Testament cannot be cited from 
Qumran literature. 

 38. Cf. Brown, The Death of the Messiah, 1:834–35. 
 39. On this text see ibid, 2:1051–56. 
 40. Cf. Schiffman, Reclaiming, 214–15. 
 41. J. A. Fitzmyer, “The Study of the Aramaic Background of the New Testa-
ment,” in A Wandering Aramean: Collected Aramaic Essays (SBLMS 25; Missoula, 
Mont.: Scholars Press, 1979), 1–27. 
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3. Conclusion

Gospel traditions interpreted, adapted, and reworked Hebrew Bible 
materials in order to argue that the life of Jesus and his death on the cross 
were foretold by Israelite Scripture. Some of these passages represented 
interpretation of the Bible, presumed or explicit, but many did not. Most 
were ex post facto, and in this respect resemble Qumran Pesher. Both 
corpora share the fact that they essentially seek to impose on the Bible an 
interpretation that it cannot sustain, in an effort to find confirmation for 
their own beliefs. But Pesher presents itself as sustained commentary and 
lacks the explicit fulfillment ideology of early Christian literature. Both 
corpora emphasize the present-day relevance of the Hebrew Bible. 
 But the Christian materials assume that the plain meaning of the text 
refers to Jesus, his life, death, and resurrection. Qumran Pesher, on the 
other hand, assumes that the text conceals its true meaning, known only 
to the sectarians through the interpretation of the Teacher of Righteous-
ness. Essentially, the exegesis we have studied in the Passion Narratives 
—and that of the Gospels as a whole—makes the event of Christianity 
the interpreter and then allows the interpreted text to create new details 
that enter the supposedly historical account. The Dead Sea sect makes its 
inspired leadership the interpreter and then understands events of the day 
in light of the ancient prophecies as they are now interpreted. 
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EXEGESIS OF SECOND TEMPLE TEXTS
IN A FOURTH GOSPEL SON OF MAN LOGION

J. Harold Ellens 

Introduction

There are fourteen Son of Man sayings in the Fourth Gospel. They form 
a pattern of images which implies that passages from Gen 28, Ezekiel, 
Dan 7–9, and the Parables of Enoch (1 En. 37–71) stand in the back-
ground of these Johannine sayings. Thus these gospel logia and their 
immediate contexts constitute specific exegetical hermeneutics of identi-
fiable elements of the literature from the Babylonian Exile and Second 
Temple Judaism. The author or editor of the Gospel of John evinces an 
interesting and unique exegetical perspective on these early sources, 
particularly regarding their apocalyptic and eschatological import, and 
especially as applied to Jesus of Nazareth. This study explores the exe-
getical method and content of one of those Son or Man sayings in the 
Fourth Gospel, one which alludes to and interprets identifiable back-
ground passages in earlier Jewish literature. That method and content is a 
paradigmatic sample of early Christian Christological exegesis of such 
literary elements from Exilic and Second Temple Judaism sources. 

I

It may be of some help to describe first of all the pattern of images, 
alluded to above, and depicted in the overall picture painted by the Son 
of Man sayings within the gospels, particularly as the Fourth Gospel is 
viewed against the backdrop of the Synoptic Gospels. It is, of course, 
unclear whether the Synoptic Gospels were known to the author of the 
Gospel of John or its redactor, and this continues to be a matter of schol-
arly debate. While we cannot discern with certainty whether the narra-
tives of the gospels afford us any kind of historical portrait of Jesus of 
Nazareth, it is clear that in the gospels’ story of the literary character of 
Jesus there is a progressive development in Jesus’ self-concept. This 
development is particularly revealed by the progressive development in 
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the notions of the Son of Man evident in the Son of Man sayings, espe-
cially when the narratives of all four gospels are in view.1

 Early in the gospel stories the Son of Man is a human figure whose 
agenda is to proclaim the advent of the kingdom of God. This seems 
quite obviously to be an image of the Son of Man taken directly and in 
detail from the book of Ezekiel. In that prophetic book, God addresses 
Ezekiel 93 times as “Son of Man,” calling him to the prophetic role of 
proclaiming the advent of the kingdom of God. Each time the phrase 
obviously means “human” or “mortal.” Marvin A. Sweeney,2 following 
Margaret S. Odel,3 persuasively argued that the book of Ezekiel presents 
the prophet Ezekiel as a priest who cannot carry out the offices of his 
priesthood because the temple, city, and land have been laid waste and 
defiled. The various stages of the narrative in the book of Ezekiel, accord-
ing to Sweeney, correspond to the sequence of events in the ritual of 
ordination for priests in Lev 8–9. Ezekiel, the priest who cannot serve, is 
apparently being called to the restoration of his priesthood and simul-
taneously to the role of prophet. His priesthood is not abrogated, but his 
immediate task is prophetic: proclaiming the advent of God’s kingdom 
on earth.  
 The ordination ritual of Lev 8–9 includes seven factors which are 
reflected in the structure of the book of Ezekiel as it depicts the experi-
ence of that prophet: (1) ordination at age 30, (2) ingesting a divinely 
offered sacred food (meat, scroll, or other sacred nutrition), (3) a spiritual 
retreat (for a sacred time period: 7 days, 40 days, 40 years), (4) ritual 
atonement for the sins of the people, (5) a theophany, (6) proclamation 
of the kingdom of God, and (7) a prediction of the destruction of the 
holy places. It is readily evident that the signal events in Jesus’ life, as 
described by the gospels, correspond directly to this same ritual sequence 
of the Levitical ordinand: (1) age 30 ordination, (2) fasting in the wilder-
ness retreat 40 days, (3) receiving the celestial sustenance provided by 
the angels during that retreat, (4) ritual atonement, (5) theophonic voice 
from heaven at his baptism, (6) proclamation of the kingdom of God, 
(7) prediction of the destruction of the city and temple, as well as Jesus’ 

 1. See particularly J. H. Ellens, Jesus as Son of Man, the Literary Character: A 
Progression of Images (Occasional Papers 45; Claremont: Institute for Antiquity and 
Christianity of the Claremont Graduate University, 2003). 
 2. M. A. Sweeney, Ezekiel: Zadokite Priest and Visionary Prophet of the Exile
(Occasional Papers 41; Claremont: Institute for Antiquity and Christianity of the 
Claremont Graduate University, 2001). 
 3. M. S. Odell, “You Are What You Eat: Ezekiel and the Scroll,” JBL 117 
(1998): 229–48. 
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ritual destruction of the temple, generally called “the cleansing of the 
temple.”4

 It is not surprising, therefore, that early in the gospel narrative Jesus 
should appear as an Ezekiel-like human, proclaiming the onset of the 
kingdom of God. However, relatively soon in his development, the liter-
ary character, Jesus, is confronted by disappointment and disillusion. This
seems to be already evident behind the event in Mark 8:27–33, in which 
Jesus was sufficiently disturbed at being misunderstood by the multitudes 
and by his disciples that he abruptly corrects Peter’s confession. Peter 
had declared that the people generally believed Jesus to be one of the 
prophets resurrected, and that the disciples believed he was the “anointed 
one,” namely, the Son of David, the Messiah expected by the Jews and 
their official authorities in Jerusalem. Jesus aggressively informed the 
disciples not to use such language. Rather, Jesus made it very plain that 
the disciples should discern that he was the Son of Man. This was a 
moment of extraordinary import in the development of Jesus’ self-con-
cept and his claim regarding his identity. This watershed event led 
directly to the charge of blasphemy in Caiaphas’ garden at his final trial 
there, which, in turn, led to his trial before Pilate. 
 For Jesus to have allowed Peter’s confession to stand, “You are the 
Christ (Messiah, Son of David, Anointed One),” would have created no 
particular discomfort for Jesus, had he not been compelled by the agenda 
to make a totally different point on the matter of his identity. This iden-
tity issue apparently was a matter in which a great deal was at stake in 
Jesus’ view. Even as Peter’s confession is edited and elaborated by 
Matthew, copying Mark, “You are the Christ, the son of the living God,” 
that confession should have made little difference to Jesus, if he had 
identified himself with the standard Israelite tradition regarding who the 
Messiah would be. Nor would this have created any conflict with the 
Jewish authorities. One could, apparently, discuss congenially in those 
days which righteous man of any given generation might be a messiah or 
even potentially the Messiah. For Jesus to claim that he was that kind of 
righteous man, chosen to lead Israel into its divinely appointed destiny, 
might have been an interesting curiosity to the crowd (John 12:34) and 
an earnest study for the authorities; it might even have seemed rather 
arrogant and narcissistic, but certainly not a matter of blasphemy, or of 
any other capital crime.  
 Indeed, Jesus would have had no reason to correct Peter’s confession 
and then to attack him viciously three verses later, had he not some 

 4. See D. Capps, Jesus, A Psychological Biography (St. Louis, Miss.: Chalice, 
2000), 219–65. 
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ulterior motive in mind (Mark 8:27–33). He corrected Peter on the point 
that, as the Messiah, Jesus was not the traditional “Son of David—son of 
God Messiah.” There were lots of sons of God hanging around in those 
days. It was a term which could be used to refer to any righteous man, a 
son of God. Paul calls us all sons of God in Rom 8:14 and Phil 2:15 (see 
also John 1:12; 1 John 3:1, 2; Hos 1:10). Jesus attacked Peter for his 
misunderstanding of the point that, as the Messiah, Jesus was the Son of 
Man who would shortly be captured, killed, and raised up by God, 
victorious and exalted to heavenly status like the Son of Man in Dan 7–9. 
 Apparently the disciples and the crowd had some knowledge of who 
the Son of Man was generally considered to be. He was the prophetic 
human being of Ezekiel’s prophecy who proclaimed the onset of the 
kingdom of God on earth and who, as a scion of the royal house of 
David, would lead Israel to the re-establishment of the kingdom of David 
and to Israel’s new golden age. However, the Son of Man was also, for 
some apocalyptic Jews, the figure who appeared in heaven in Dan 7:13, 
looking like the Son of Man, raised up to a position of power, next to the 
throne of God, and commanding the field forces, “the people of the Holy 
Ones of the Most High,” who were busy bringing in that kingdom of 
God on earth. This claim would have been blasphemous in that it implied 
that Jesus was claiming to be a heavenly being, like the figure in Dan 
7:13, not merely a righteous man (son of God) proclaiming the kingdom 
of God on earth, or a merely human royal messiah (Son of David). That 
there were those who understood this watershed distinction is clear from 
the scene in Caiaphas’ garden at Jesus trial.  
 In Mark 14:53–65 we have that scene. Jesus is cross-examined by the 
authorities but remains silent until the High Priest asks him the critical 
question: “Are you the Messiah, the son of the Blessed?” Jesus replied, 
“I am, and you will see the Son of Man sitting on the right hand of power 
and coming on the clouds of heaven.” Luke 21:27 adds, “with power and 
glory.” This created the occasion for the charge of blasphemy that 
resulted in Jesus’ death. The charge was accurate from Caiaphas’ point 
of view, that is, in terms of the prevailing interpretation of the Torah 
regarding what constituted blasphemy. If Jesus had merely answered 
Caiaphas by saying, “I am the Messiah, the son of the Blessed,” that 
would have meant to Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin that Jesus was making 
a remarkable claim about being the Son of David who would restore the 
golden age of Israel; and they would have found that claim interesting 
but not troublesome. Jesus was not the only one making such claims in 
those days.  
 The fact that Jesus continued with, “you will see the Son of Man sit-
ting on the right hand of power and coming on the clouds of heaven,” 
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meant to Caiaphas that Jesus was making the claim that he was not the 
human son of David who would bring in the messianic age of the 
restored Davidic kingdom. Rather, it meant that he was making the claim 
that he was, first, a heavenly being as in Dan 7:13, and, second, the 
eschatological judge that 1 En. 37–71 claimed the Son of Man to be. This 
implied that Jesus put himself on the level of Michael and Gabriel as 
heavenly agents of God, and even more blasphemously, that he would 
return with divine authority to carry out the final judgment. He put him-
self in the place of God, or at least God’s heavenly agent with God’s 
authority. Mark reports what is quite understandable, it seems to me, 
namely, that “the high priest tore his clothes and declared, ‘Why do we 
need further witnesses? You heard the blasphemy. What is your deci-
sion?’” Then they all, quite correctly, condemned Jesus as guilty of 
death for blasphemy. To claim to be the Son of Man sitting on the right 
hand of God, amounted to claiming to be the Son of Man of Dan 7:13—a 
heavenly being. This advanced Jesus’ self-concept from that of an 
Ezekiel-like human Son of Man proclaiming God’s kingdom on earth, 
and perhaps the Son of David and royal messiah, to that of the Son of 
Man as a heavenly apocalyptic being. The former would have been a 
benign claim in terms of the constraints of the Torah. The latter was 
blasphemy, pure and simple. Caiaphas had no alternative option, under 
the Torah, than to charge Jesus with blasphemy. 
 To make that latter claim, to be the Son of Man coming on the clouds 
of heaven with heavenly power and glory, advanced Jesus’ self-concept 
a very great step, in terms of the traditions one can find in Second Tem-
ple Jewish literature. Here we have a Son of Man who fits the figure in 
1 Enoch, the apocalyptic eschatological figure, who will appear at the 
end of time as heavenly judge of all the earth. In 1 Enoch the Son of Man 
sits on the heavenly seat of glory (45:3; 61:8; 62:1–5; 69:27–29), lives 
with the angelic host in the presence of God (45:4–6; 48:2–7; 62:6–16), 
and functions as apocalyptic eschatological judge (40:1–4; 46:2–7; 61:8–
10). This figure is heavenly and perhaps even angelic, as Collins urges in 
his interpretation of the visions in Dan 7–9.5 However, in this imagery, 
this literary character, Jesus, as developed in the gospel narratives, is not 
yet quite divine. He arrives at that divine status in the last phase of his 
self-concept development, which we see in the Gospel of John (10:30; 
17:21–23).  

 5. See J. J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary on the Book of Daniel (Hermeneia; 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); idem, Daniel: With an Introduction to Apocalyptic 
Literature (FOTL 20; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984); idem, The Apocalyptic 
Vision of the Book of Daniel (HSM 16; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1977).  
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 So, in the Synoptic Son of Man logia Jesus refers to the Son of Man in 
a Danielic and Enochic manner by describing his exaltation by God to 
heavenly status and his assumption of the role of eschatological judge. 
Thus he has risen far above, or developed far beyond, the human Eze-
kiel-like prophet proclaiming the divine kingdom on earth, in which role 
he had begun in the literary narrative of the Synoptic Gospels. In order to 
make the transition from the human Son of Man of Ezekiel to the exalted 
Son of Man of Daniel and to the eschatological judge of 1 Enoch, he 
seems to have appropriated the Isaianic (Isa 53) notion of the suffering 
servant from the War Scroll and the Thanksgiving Hymns of Qumran.6

Thus the Synoptic Gospels’ Son of Man logia first depict Jesus as the 
human Son of Man, then the suffering Son of Man who will be killed, 
then the exalted and heavenly Son of Man, and finally the Son of Man as 
heavenly judge at the eschaton. 

II 

In the Fourth Gospel the identification of the Son of Man with the person 
of Jesus is even more striking and firmly fixed than in the Synoptic 
Gospels, though in those early gospels also it can hardly be questioned. 
Moreover, behind the Son of Man logia in John’s Gospel one can discern 
the assumption at work that everybody knows that the apocalyptic and 
eschatological Son of Man is supposed to be the heavenly judge (John 
5:27). However John’s Gospel has a different point to emphasize. 
Throughout the gospel the author has Jesus repeatedly denying that he is 
going to judge, accuse, or testify against anyone, despite the fact that he 
has the authority and power to do so. The author continually puts into 
Jesus’ mouth the claim that he is not going to operate as the heavenly 
judge but as the divine savior (3:16–18; 5:25; 6:40; 8:15; 12:44–50). For 
this gospel writer, the divine judgment has already taken place. The 
judgment is already operating in terms of the consequences that fall on 
people because of their own behavior: they do not obey Moses (5:45), 
they do not follow divine instruction (5:38), they do not believe on the 
name of the Son of Man (3:18). The role of the Son of Man is that of a 
divine person (1:1–3) who has descended from heaven (1:14; 3:13) to 
save the world (3:16–18) and restore God’s original grace-filled destiny 
for humankind (10:10). 
 However, one must ask at this juncture why the author or editor of the 
Gospel of John bothered to put Son of Man logia into this gospel at all if 
the standard meaning of the title, namely, eschatological judge, is not the 

 6. Isa 53 does not specify that the Suffering Servant is the Messiah. 
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point the gospel intends to make. It is likely that the answer to that ques-
tion has to do directly with the connection between the Son of Man 
sayings and the historical Jesus. Moreover, the answer likely lies along 
the following trajectory.  
 The Son of Man logia in John probably tell us something significant
about the historical Jesus, namely, that the logia, or at least the concept 
of Jesus being the Son of Man, most likely come directly from his 
mouth. The logic is direct and obvious. First, the Son of Man logia are 
put into Jesus’ mouth only by the gospel writers of all four gospels. 
Second, in all four gospels Jesus calls himself only by this title and 
allows no one to call him by any other, as illustrated in his reprimand of 
Nathanael in John 1:49–50 and of Peter in Mark 8:27–34. Third, in the 
Synoptic Gospels, Jesus, as Son of Man, is described as a human 
messianic figure who becomes a heavenly figure by God’s exaltation, 
and is expected to return to wrap up history as the apocalyptic eschato-
logical judge of 1 En. 37–71. Fourth, John’s gospel uses the Son of Man 
logia with a completely different meaning from that of the Synoptics. 
The plain, obvious, and surface meaning of the Son of Man logia in the 
Fourth Gospel is the same as in the Synoptic Gospels—eschatological 
judge—as for example in John 5:27–47, “God has given him the exousia
(power and authority) to judge, because he is the Son of Man.” However, 
operationally, every time the term Son of Man is used in John in a way 
that it could be understood as meaning judge, there is an extensive 
monologue by Jesus in which he goes to great pains to say that he is not 
the judge but the savior (John 3:13–18; 5:45; 8; 12:47). Fifth, since 
John’s Gospel wants to make the point that Jesus is the savior and not the 
judge, though the Son of Man is known to everyone to be the eschato-
logical judge (of 1 Enoch), why does John use the title at all? It is inter-
esting that this very point was mystifying to the crowd that was Jesus’ 
audience (John 12:34), prompting them to ask Jesus, “What sort of Son 
of Man is this that you are talking about?” Incidentally, this is the only 
time anyone other than Jesus uses this title and here the crowd is merely 
playing Jesus’ words back to him. Sixth, the answer to why the author of 
the Fourth Gospel uses the term Son of Man at all is quite simply that he 
did not use it. It was interpolated into the gospel later, probably by an 
editor. The original author did not like it at all, neither did the second-
century communities of Christians.  
 This antipathy to the title Son of Man on the part of the Fourth Gospel 
community and the Jesus Community in general at the beginning of the 
second century may be deduced from the fact that, apparently, the origi-
nal writer of the Fourth Gospel, as we have suggested, did not use the 
term; the later editor interpolated it but then explained away its traditional
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meaning; the editor then gave it a new meaning which conformed with 
the original thrust of the Fourth Gospel; and immediately after John’s 
Gospel was closed, the term disappeared from both Christian and Jewish 
use altogether and forever. So why were the Son of Man logia interpo-
lated into John’s Gospel at all? The answer is that you could not write a 
proper gospel, even at the end of the first century or the beginning of the 
second century without a Son of Man. Why not? Everybody who was 
anybody in the Jesus Movement knew that Son of Man was what Jesus 
called himself. Without it a gospel could not be believable. Therefore a 
gospel had to use the logia. However, on the other hand, it was necessary 
to reinterpret the meaning of the Son of Man to make room for the 
unique message about the new kind of salvific messiah, such as the kind 
that John’s Gospel intended to demonstrate Jesus to have been.  

III 

Against that backdrop it is possible to address the Son of Man logion of 
the Fourth Gospel upon which this chapter is focused. This offers an 
occasion to link this individual logion to the earlier Jewish literature of 
which it is an exegesis and hermeneutical explication, indicative of ways 
in which that literature was being interpreted in the first century CE. That 
makes it possible for us to draw further specific conclusions here regard-
ing the exegetical method and hermeneutical program of the interpolator 
of John 1:51. 
 The Son of Man saying with which we are concerned here specifically, 
John 1:51, is a revealing example of the evidence for at least some of the 
Son of Man logia in John’s Gospel being interpolated into an earlier 
form of the text, and of the evidence for linking the title, Son of Man, as 
used here, to the tradition of earlier Jewish literature. First, let us address 
the issue of interpolation, since it implies a great deal regarding how the 
logia should be interpreted in the Fourth Gospel. If one removes 1:51 
from the gospel, a major textual problem is resolved, namely, the switch 
to the plural in that verse. Jesus addressed Nathaniel in the singular in 
1:47–50, but switched to the plural in 1:51, in a manner which makes no 
sense and for which no explanation is offered in the text.7 Moreover, if 
1:51 is removed from this section of the narrative (1:19—2:11), the 
sequence of references to “days,” which characterizes the passage, pro-
ceeds undisturbed. Then the “greater things than these,” which Nathanael 

 7. See R. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John I–XII (AB 29; Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), 88b, for a discussion of this issue, albeit a somewhat 
cursory and superficial treatment. 
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is enjoined to expect to see, turn out to be the events of changing water 
into wine at Cana. We may ask why these events should be thought of as 
the “greater things”8 The answer is obvious and is given in the text. The 
events at Cana are amazing in themselves and they were obviously 
amazing to the disciples. These events are immediately followed by the 
observation, “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and 
manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in him” (2:11).  
 According to the author of the Gospel of John, that miracle of the 
water and wine was, apparently, a momentous move forward in Jesus’ 
self-manifestation as the pre-existent divine Logos of 1:1–3 who “became
flesh and dwelt among us…and we beheld his glory…” (1:14). Thus, this 
miracle at Cana constitutes an answer to Jesus question of Nathanael, 
“Because I said I saw you under the fig tree do you believe?” This ques-
tion implies the answer, “You shall see greater things than these which 
will make you believe even more profoundly or with greater reason, 
namely, you will see miracles like changing water into wine.” The origi-
nal text plainly states that this was the great thing that showed his disci-
ples who he really was and compelled them, Nathanael presumably 
included, to believe in him. 
 If we draw this conclusion, we must add that in John 2:1 the phrase, 
“On the third day,” is also an interpolation designed by the redactor to 
facilitate the transition from the interpolated Son of Man saying (1:51) to 
the narrative of the great things at Cana. In any case, “On the third day,” 
must be an interpolation since it has the day incorrect. If one follows the 
sequence of “day,” “next day,” “again the next day,” and the “following 
day” in ch. 1, the beginning of ch. 2 should be at least the fifth day, to 
say nothing of the number of days it would have taken to walk from the 
Jordan where John was baptizing, to Cana in Galilee where the wedding 
took place.9 This wedding story was disconnected from its original 

 8. Ibid., 88–89. Brown alludes to but does not develop this crucial issue. 
 9. It is an intriguing curiosity and sure evidence of the conglomerate nature of 
the text of this gospel that in John 1 and 2 we have the following confused reference 
to time sequences. In 1:19, the narrative of John the Baptist and Jesus begins with 
the time-setting words, “This is the record of John, when the Jews sent priests and 
Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, ‘Who are you?’” That, presumably, may be 
considered the first day in the narrative. In 1:29, we read, “The next day John saw 
Jesus…” That, presumably, is the second day for the narrative. In 1:35, the story 
reports that, “Again the next day after, John stood, and two of his disciples with him, 
and looking upon Jesus as he walked, he said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God…’” It is 
evident that for the narrative this was the third day (Te epaurion palin heistekei, “On 
the morrow again he stood…”). On that third day two of John’s disciples followed 
Jesus and remained with him that day, until very late. Most probably the text of 1:39 
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context by the insertion of 1:51, and so required a transitional insertion 
of some kind to follow it, thus, “On the third (fifth) day.” Unfortunately 
the interpolator did not read the preceding sequence of days carefully 
enough, though it is easy enough to do with a casual perusal of ch. 1 of 
the gospel. Similarly, if the argument for interpolation holds thus far, it is 
also likely that 2:12 is a transitional insertion, since it makes no sense 
even in the redacted text which we have, but surely makes no sense and 
serves no purpose if my claim that 1:51 and the opening phrase of 2:1 are 
insertions. 
 Having addressed the first issue regarding interpolation, let us now 
look at the literary roots of the image in the Son of Man logion in John 
1:51. The picture is described in a straight-forward manner. Those 
standing around on earth and being addressed by Jesus will, at some
point in the future, see an open heaven. As a consequence of the open-
ness of heaven they shall observe the Son of Man with angels ascending 
and descending upon (epi) him. The fact that the audience shall see these 
things because heaven has been opened implies that they will be seeing 
this event from the perspective of where they are now standing on earth. 
If they were seeing it from some position in heaven after they deaths, 
there would be no point in emphasizing here the openness of heaven.  
 Thus, it must be the intent of the logion to describe a situation in which
one of two states of affairs exists. The first possibility is that the Son of 
Man is located in heaven and the angels are rising up either from the 
earth to heaven, or from the floor of heaven, to honor him by ascending 

means that they stayed with Jesus overnight: “They came and saw where he lived, 
and remained (emeinan, KJV ‘dwelt’) with him that day, for it was about the tenth 
hour (6.00 pm).” In 1:43, the text reads, “The following day Jesus wanted to go on 
into Galilee…” That would have been day four in the story. That fourth day found 
Jesus talking to Philip and Nathanael. At the end of Jesus’ conversation with 
Nathanael we have the interpolation of the Son of Man logion (1:51). Immediately 
thereafter the text declares, “And the third day there was a marriage in Cana…” 
(2:1). Setting aside the question of whether Jesus left the Jordan for Galilee in 1:43, 
namely, on day four, and spoke to Philip and Nathanael somewhere on the way to or 
in Galilee, and setting aside the question of how long it would take Jesus to walk 
from the Jordan to the wedding in Cana, we have in any case the problem that the 
reference to the third day, in 2:1, is patently erroneous. This is the fifth day in the 
narrative sequence; and almost certainly, many days later than that in any real time 
process, since walking from Judea to Galilee would require some days. Obviously, 
2:1 is a late and untutored interpolation into the text to cover the problem raised by 
the interpolation of 1:51, since that interpolation so badly interrupted the original 
flow of the text from Jesus’ remark to Nathanael about believing as a result of seeing 
“greater things than these,” to the miracle at Cana, which was the beginning of the 
greater things that really made believers out of the disciples, as Jesus had foretold.  
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and landing upon or circulating around his head (epi) in a kind of corona-
tion ceremony, and then descending again to their former location.10 The 
second possibility is that the Son of Man is intended by the logion to be 
seen by an earthly audience as he stands upon the earth with his head in 
the heavenly sphere, thus joining earth and the open heaven, while angels 
ascend to and descend from heaven by using the Son of Man as a kind of 
ladder or thoroughfare which makes heaven accessible from earth and 
vice versa. 
 If the Son of Man saying of 1:51 intends the former of these two 
options, it is certainly reflecting an interpretation of Dan 7:13. In that 
Aramaic passage, one having the appearance of a human (LXX—hos uios 
anthropou, “one as a son of man”), appears in heaven. Heaven has been 
opened for Daniel to see this drama. Daniel is standing upon the earth 
but experiencing a dream vision of heaven. In the drama, the Son of Man 
is exalted by being formally presented to God, the Ancient of Days 
(prosenechthe auto), and by being given everlasting dominion (he
arche), honor (he time), and kingly power (he Basileia) over the people 
of all nations, tribes, and languages. The difficulty of this interpretation 
of John 1:51 is that the Daniel scene, while it describes an open heaven 
with a view of the Son of Man being exalted, it does not use the term, 
open heaven, and has no angels attending the Son of Man. Later in the 
narrative both Michael and Gabriel have roles but the story does not 
exactly convey the notion of multitudes of “angels ascending and 
descending upon the Son of Man” as we have in John 1:51. It is likely to 
be the case, nonetheless, that it is this scene from Daniel that the redactor 
who interpolated the passage into John’s Gospel really had in mind and 
which he further elaborated by adding the angelic material from other 
literary sources that tell stories of heaven or of the Son of Man himself. 
That would imply that Jesus’ remark in 1:51 promises the audience that 
they will see a vision of a drama in heaven having to do with the Son of 
Man being brought near to God’s throne and celebrated in a coronation 
ceremony involving adoring angels. 
 Such angelic material associated with both heaven and the Son of Man 
is richly described in 1 Enoch, particularly in those sections of the 
Similitudes or Parables of Enoch which tell us that the Son of Man, the 
Elect One, is extolled by the heavenly angelic host. In 1 En. 61:6–10, the 

 10. G. Quispel, “Nathanael und der Menschensohn (Joh 1,51),” ZNW 47 (1956): 
281–83. Quispel agrees with me that the basic vision implied in 1:51 is one that 
takes place in heaven and can be viewed through the opening in heaven, just as in 
Dan 7:13. He does not describe the scene as a coronation scene and he thinks the 
angels ascend to the Son of Man in heaven and descend to Nathanael on earth. 
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Son of Man is referred to as the First Word sent forth from the Lord of 
Spirits (God). The angelic hosts “bless, extol, and glorify” him. This 
Elect One is placed upon “the throne of glory.” The setting is within the 
assembly of the “cherubim, seraphim, ophanim, all the angels of govern-
ance…” For this vision, heaven shall be open for all the dwellers upon 
the earth, particularly those in authority, to observe this exaltation of the 
Son of Man (62:1–12a) and it “shall become quite a scene for my right-
eous and elect ones” (62:12a). This dramatic scene of heaven, beset by 
the angelic host associated with the role of the Son of Man, is further 
reinforced by 1 En. 71:1–5. Thus we might conclude that John 1:51 is a 
drama in which the main structure is derived from the exaltation of the 
“one like a Son of Man” in Dan 7:13. The scene was then elaborated in 
the Johannine interpolation (1:51) with elements garnered from the 
Parables of Enoch, having to do with an angelic host. In both cases, 
Daniel and 1 Enoch, the sources are narratives in earlier Jewish apoca-
lyptic literature, undoubtedly associated with the Son of Man in the 
popular and scholarly mind of first-century Judaisms. Thus, these are the 
images which would have been present in the minds of the Jesus Move-
ment and in the mindset of the crowds to which Jesus spoke.  
 If, however, we take the second possibility as the interpretation the 
author intended for 1:51, it is very interesting to note the similarity 
between this passage and Jacob’s dream in Gen 28:12. Jacob slept at 
Bethel with a stone for a pillow and dreamed of a ladder reaching from 
earth to heaven. Upon this ladder Jacob saw angels ascending and 
descending (LXX—idou klimas esterigmene en te ge, hes he kephale 
aphikneito eis ton ouranon; kai hoi angeloi tou theou anebainon kai 
katebainon ep’ aute).11 The similarity between John 1:51 and the LXX

form of Gen 28:12 is too great to consider it to be merely coincidental. 
This is particularly true of the fact that the grammar and vocabulary are 
so much alike in both passages; and that the reference to the angels’ 
activity is both similar and, in both cases, of an unexpected type of behav-
ior. One would normally expect that angels first descend from heaven 

 11. J. E. Fossum, The Image of the Invisible God, Essays on the Influence of Jew-
ish Mysticism on Early Christology (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag Freiburg Schweiz; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995), 135–51. Fossum has a carefully argued 
essay in which he proposes that in Jewish mysticism, including Jacob’s piety and the 
Son of Man logion in John 1:51, figures such as Adam, Jacob, Jesus, and others 
viewed themselves as being in heaven and on earth at the same time. The concept 
has to do with the notion of these figures envisioning an alter ego of themselves 
which resided with God in the heavenly sphere. An argument can be made on the 
basis of the Son of Man logia in the Fourth Gospel for such a notion as applied to 
Jesus.
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and then ascend to heaven, since heaven is generally considered the 
location where angels reside. In such apocalyptic literature of Second 
Temple Judaism as the Parables (Similitudes) of Enoch, angels and the 
companies of angelic hosts belong to the realm of heaven.  
 However, in both Jacob’s dream and the vision Jesus promises in John 
1:51, the angels first ascend and then descend. Moreover, the language in 
the gospel passages is a virtual quotation of the phraseology of the Gene-
sis passages as presented to us by the Septuagint translation of the 
Hebrew text. The Genesis LXX declares hoi angeloi tou theou anebainon 
kai katebainon ep’ aute—“the angels (nominative plural as subject of the 
sentence) of God ascended and descended (imperfect indicative verb) 
upon it (the ladder).”12 The New Testament reads tous angelous tou theou 
anabainontas kai katabainontas epi ton huion tou anthropou, “the angels 
(accusative plural as object of the seeing) of God ascending and descend-
ing (participles) upon the Son of Man.” It is clear that the author of the 
interpolation at John 1:51 had the words of the LXX ringing in the back 
of his head, as well as the scene of Jacob’s dream, even if his basic 
image was that of Dan 7:13 in which the Son of Man drama takes place 
wholly in heaven. 
 There seems good reason to conclude, therefore, that the basic scene 
of which the redactor—who interpolated this Son of Man saying into the 
Gospel of John at 1:51, so unfortunately disrupting the flow of the text— 
was thinking, was that of the Son of Man in Dan 7:13. To that vision he 
collected some elements of Jacob’s dream. This perspective seems to be 
supported by the passages in John’s Gospel in which Jesus refers to his 
being “lifted up.” Interestingly, these references in the gospels to being 
lifted up are all related to Son of Man logia. It is apparent that the redac-
tor who worked the Son of Man sayings into this gospel has Jesus using 
a significant play on words in these references. The first reference is in 
John 3:14: “As Moses raised the serpent in the wilderness, so it is neces-
sary for the Son of Man to be lifted up.” This passage is often taken to be 
a prediction of or reference to Jesus’ crucifixion. There is no reason for 
such an interpretation.13

 This reference to being lifted up is set in the context of Jesus’ mono-
logue about his role of savior and not judge (3:16–17) and immediately 
follows the enigmatic verse in which the redactor has Jesus saying that 

 12. Some Rabbis translated this so as to indicate the angels ascended and 
descended “upon him (Jacob)”. The Greek form allows for this. See Brown, The 
Gospel according to John I–XII, 90. See Gen. Rab. 69:3 on Gen 28:13. 
 13. Brown, The Gospel according to John I–XII, 84b. Brown waffles on this 
point and wants it both ways. 
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no one can ascend into heaven except the one who has descended from 
heaven (3:13–14) and that he will return whence he came (6:61b–62). 
So, ch. 3 and its references to the Son of Man and to God’s unique son 
(3:16, 18) are describing the Son of Man as having had heavenly status 
as described in Dan 7:13, having subsequently descended from his heav-
enly position to address the audience at that very moment, and eventually 
as having been raised to the attention of the community as the unique 
source of salvation.  All this is reminiscent of the brass serpent raised up 
by Moses for the healing of all who looked upon it, really saw it, and 
believed it was God’s instrument of healing. 
 The symbolism of Moses’ brass serpent must not be forced to carry 
more freight than obviously pertains to it. Jesus reference to it in 3:14 
cannot be a reference to his crucifixion, except in some double meaning 
sense, which the redactor may have had in mind here retrospectively, so 
to speak. What can and must be said is that the brass serpent was redemp-
tive in the story of Moses because it was believed to be the symbol of 
divine salvation from snake bite. It was not alive. It was not lifted up to 
be killed. It was not salvific because it was a substitutionary atonement. 
It was not sacrificed for the people. The key issue in being healed by the 
brass serpent was to believe in it enough as God’s instrument, so as to 
look at it in faith, with expectation, and not ignore it. When the literary 
character, Jesus, is said to have used this metaphor to describe himself, 
he obviously meant to say that, as the pre-existent Logos, who had status 
in heaven as the Son of Man in Dan 7:13, and who had descended from 
heaven, he would be the source of salvation to all who took note and 
believed that he was the symbol and expression of God’s healing for 
humanity. Thus, at this point in the gospel (3:14) Jesus as Son of Man is 
referring to his role as the object of faith. This is definitively confirmed 
at 3:16–18. He is not referring here to his being lifted up in crucifixion 
but to being exalted and glorified by God and proclaimed or brought to 
the attention of all who wish to be or need to be saved.  
 The same line of thought must apply to the reference to the Son of 
Man being lifted up in 8:28: “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, 
then you shall know that I am he, and of myself I do nothing, but as the 
Father taught me, thus I speak.” It is clear here that Jesus is speaking 
about the effect of his teaching and acting. He is not speaking of his 
dying. He is announcing that when the community raises him to the 
proper consciousness level or level of awareness they will truly see his 
real identity and will believe and be saved, as with the brass serpent in 
the wilderness. There is no implication here that it will take a crucifixion 
to get people’s attention, to the extent to which Moses’ brass serpent got 
the proper salvific attention. 
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 However, there may be a double entendre intended in these passages 
about being lifted up. There seems to be some evidence that “being lifted 
up” was a crude popular expression in Jesus’ day which could have 
approximately the same meaning as such street language of our day as 
“offing somebody” or “wasting the enemy” or “rubbing someone out.” 
Something of that sort may be evident in the popular language of the 
crowd in 12:34a when they play back to Jesus his own words about being 
lifted up, “How is it that you say it is necessary for the Son of Man to be 
lifted up? Who is this Son of Man?” Their question is legitimate and 
relevant to our concerns in this study of 1:51. The crowd asked this ques-
tion in response to Jesus having said, “If I be lifted up from the earth, I 
will draw all men unto me” (12:32). The redactor who interpolated the 
Son of Man saying here apparently intended these references to being 
lifted up to refer to the heavenly exaltation of the Son of Man. 
 However, a second editor must have noted the implication in the ques-
tion of the crowd, that they were interpreting Jesus’ words as referring to 
his being done away with. This second editor, in my judgment, quickly 
inserted here (12:33), “This he said signifying what death he should die.” 
Obviously, at this point in the gospel it is clear that this later editor 
intends Jesus to be using the popular expression in the “street language” 
manner. The editor wants to make it clear that Jesus is referring to his 
being lifted up upon the cross, just as the crowd thinks of the term “lifted 
up.” According to the editor, Jesus is referring to being “offed,” “wasted,”
“done in” by the crowd. However, the very fact that the editor needs to 
go to the trouble to explain that in this case means that in the previous 
cases (3:13–14; 8:28) that was not the primary meaning intended by this 
phrase, and that even here it is a later insertion designed to interpret the 
text differently from the original that the first redactor put into Jesus 
mouth.  
 The crowd understands this street language meaning to be the correct 
interpretation of Jesus’ words and they are sure he means that too. That 
is why they express their mystification and ask their question. “What do 
you mean, ‘The Son of Man must be offed?’ What kind of a Son of Man 
can that be? That is not our kind of Son of Man.” Their understanding of 
the Messiah was not that of a suffering servant who would die and then 
be exalted of God. Such an idea would have been obscene to them. They 
had the standard expectation, namely, that the Messiah would be a human
Son of David, a righteous Son of God, and would continue David’s royal 
line forever. “We have heard from the Torah that the Messiah, the Christ, 
the Anointed One, remains forever (John 12:34). How can you say that 
he will be ‘offed’? What kind of Son of Man is that?” 
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 The first redactor, who interpolated this Son of Man saying, apparently 
intended to emphasize the exaltation of the Son of Man, as in Daniel and 
1 Enoch. The crowd misunderstand the term used for exaltation and 
understood it to mean he would be killed. A second editor took advan-
tage of this misunderstanding, or double entendre, and brought Jesus’ 
meaning into line with that of the crowd, so as to turn this passage into a 
prophetic reference to Jesus’ salvific crucifixion, rather than the prior 
meaning as a prophetic reference to his salvific heavenly exaltation.  
 Clearly, the general thrust of John’s Gospel wishes to portray Jesus 
Christ as the one who opens heaven to us and provides a salvation that 
produces eternal life (6:27, 40, 53–54). The interpolation of 1:51 would 
have been intended somehow to fit into that general theme. That is why 
Jesus is constantly portrayed as distancing himself from the standard 
messianic identity of the Son of David and from the standard Son of Man 
mission of eschatological judge. He portrays himself or is portrayed, 
instead, in the gospel narrative, as the suffering servant Son of Man who 
is the savior that has come down from heaven (3:13) and who will come 
again at the end of time to take humanity to heaven, “that where I am you 
may be also” (John 14:3b). Moreover, he is portrayed in the Gospel of 
John, particularly in the Son of Man sayings, as the Son of Man who will 
be glorified by God (12:23; 13:31), restored to his former exalted 
position in heaven (6:61b–62), and restored to his dominion, power, and 
authority, as in Dan 7–9 and 1 En. 37–71.  

Conclusion

A number of focusing conclusions must be drawn from this exploration. 
First, it is important to note that the main theme of the Gospel of John is 
to make the claim for Jesus Christ as the Messiah who is not the eschato-
logical judge but the divinely sent Savior. Second, the gospel intends to 
represent this figure as the pre-existent divine Logos present among 
humans in the Son of Man of Dan 7:13, who resided in or ascended into 
heaven in Daniel’s and Enoch’s visions and has descended to us in Jesus 
of Nazareth. Third, the gospel has interpolated into it some Son of Man 
sayings, which have been reinterpreted to conform to the main theme of 
the gospel. Despite this, the original meaning of the Son of Man as 
eschatological judge still runs like an ancient rumor through the title, 
“Son of Man,” even in John’s Gospel. Most of the characters in the 
narrative of that gospel continue to understand that title as referring to 
the eschatological judge. According to the story, Jesus needed to work 
hard to counter this perspective. Fourth, the logion which is the focus of 
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this study, 1:51, sets the stage for our understanding that throughout this 
gospel the Son of Man plays a central role in a heavenly program which 
connects earth to heaven. In that role he will be seen by mortals and they 
will be surprised. The Son of Man will be revealed in a remarkably new 
way and will be a revelation of some remarkable new reality, and the 
audience to the revelation will be a plurality of humans. That new reality 
will be of importance to the mortals who see it. Indeed, this surprising 
revelation will move mortals to faith in the Son of Man or in the one 
causing this revelation of or by means of the Son of Man.  
 In summary, then, it must be noted that John 1:51 is an interpretation 
of Dan 7:13. That is, the interpolator has taken the framework or founda-
tional structure from that apocalyptic vision of the open heaven with one 
like a Son of Man entering into divine things of cosmic import for heaven
and earth. In Daniel, that Son of Man is given power, authority, and a 
mandate for the conduct of the people of the Holy Ones of the Most 
High. These people are apparently his field forces on earth to whom are 
delegated the power, authority, and mandate of the Son of Man. They 
throw down evil empires, exterminating evil, and build the blessedness 
of the kingdom of God on earth. In John 1:51, the Son of Man links earth 
to heaven and heaven to earth. He is attended by and facilitates the 
enterprise of the angelic host. The upshot of all of this, by implication, is 
the establishment of such intercourse between the two realms that both 
become equally the domain of the divine, filled with the blessings of the 
heavenly presence on earth, while providing the access for earthlings to 
heaven. Clearly Dan 7–9 is the backdrop to this scene and interprets it, 
while this scene in John 1:51 gives an expanded interpretation to Dan 
7:13. 
 The overlay upon this foundational narrative structure from Daniel is, 
first of all, a theatrical element missing in Dan 7:13, one which is derived 
directly from Gen 28:12. Not only is the Son of Man an exalted figure
who can be seen in heaven, as in Daniel’s vision, he is visible through 
the opening in heaven and can be seen as functioning as the mode of 
accessibility of earth to heaven and of heaven to earth. Indeed, meta-
phorically he functions with the same facility as the ladder in Jacob’s 
dream. He is the means, the avenue, the thoroughfare, the highway for 
access to the heavenly realm and back again. He is Jacob’s ladder—
angels ascending and descending—God waiting at the top. This is clearly 
a composite of the Son of Man in Daniel, moving toward and being pre-
sent to the Ancient of Days, and Jacob’s vision of the open heaven with a 
sturdy mode of access for the entire host of the holy ones to the world of 
the Ancient of Days. The primary symbolic factors of Jacob’s vision are 
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superimposed upon the essential elements of Daniel’s vision, giving a 
new meaning to both visions. This empowered those old visions to serve 
a new expanded message in a new moment and for the narrative of a new 
interpretation of history in the New Testament. 
 Moreover, neatly integrated into this theater-piece we then have the 
overtones of 1 En. 61 and 71: the vital relationship between the Son of 
Man, the heavenly angelic host, and the human access to or connection 
with the heavenly realm. This illustrates that the method of exegesis used 
by the redactor of the Gospel of John was a process by which rather free 
symbolic association was made between the images of earlier Jewish 
literature of exilic and post-exilic history. These associations were possi-
ble when some essential common element or elements linked ancient 
narratives or literary figures. In the case of Dan 7–9, Gen 28, and 1 En.
37–71, the common elements which made a conflation of these narratives 
and their images possible were rather obvious. They all contained the 
notion of the open heaven. They all contained some description of the 
heavenly sphere as the abode of God and angels. They all centered upon 
earthly access to the heavenly realm and the presence of the heavenly on 
earth. These three foundational factors link Gen 28:12, Dan 7:13, and 1
En. 61 and 71. Genesis 28 and 1 En. 61 and 71 have in common the addi-
tional element of the prominence of the angelic host in rather elaborate 
descriptions. Moreover, both of them describe rather theatrical scenes in 
which extensive commerce is carried out between earth and heaven and 
heaven and earth. 
 Since John 1:51 is obviously a composite interpretation of all of these 
three earlier sources, it is inevitable that it will include the three elements 
common to all the sources, namely, an open heaven, implications regard-
ing the nature of the heavenly sphere, and a description of access to the 
heavenly realm by observers on earth. Moreover the inclusion of the 
material about the heavenly host, prominent in two of the three sources, 
Gen 28 and 1 En. 61 and 71, is also to be expected. Out of these resources
a composite new image was forged. The hermeneutics of this approach to 
interpretation of earlier text sources tended to be more isogesis than 
exegesis and was made subservient to the theme which the current author 
wished his sources to serve. The methodology of this hermeneutic in 
John 1:51 is closer to the technique of pesher as employed in some of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, for example, than it is to the methods of Midrash, or 
the allegorical interpretation of texts, as we find it in Pauline literature 
and in such later Christian work as that of Clement and Origen. 
 This composite of images in 1:51 is clearly an effort by the redactor of 
John’s Gospel, who interpolated at least some and perhaps all of the Son 
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of Man logia into this text to reinforce the point made in the prologue 
about Jesus of Nazareth being the earthly incarnation of the pre-existent 
heavenly and divine Logos. John 1:51 serves this purpose by incorporat-
ing the three earlier sources into a claim that the world will witness Jesus 
exalted to a position which will serve two ends or purposes. He will be 
demonstrated as the divine agent of redemptive operations in the world 
when re-exalted publicly to his proper divine status, and he will be 
revealed as the one who saves the world by resolving all alienation 
between earth and heaven. This sets the stage in the gospel for the sub-
sequent Son of Man logia which are employed to discuss Jesus as the 
revelation of God’s nature, will, and purposes; as exalted and glorified by 
God; and as the present savior not eschatological judge. 
 This first of the Johannine Son of Man logia is inserted into the text 
just at this location, right after 1:49–50, because the interpolator saw an 
opportunity to use the setting of Nathanael’s confession of Jesus as
Messiah, and of Jesus’ remarks to Nathanael about seeing greater things, 
as an appropriate place to emphasize the exalted Son of Man–Christ in 
contrast to all other traditional views of Jesus and of the Messiah. Since 
one could not have a believable gospel without Jesus’ own self-concept 
being prominent, this must have seemed to the redactor to be the vital 
moment for inserting that stage-setting perspective in this Fourth Gospel, 
lacking as it did the crucial Son of Man notion, and thus, so much in 
need of this repair. In short, John 1:51 is a Pesher on Dan 7:13, with 
well integrated overlays of images from Gen 28:12 and 1 En. 61:6–10; 
62:1–12a; and 71:1–5. 
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CHRISTIANITY IN RABBINIC LITERATURE

John T. Townsend 

Several years ago when rereading the Buber Tan uma with a few stu-
dents, I noticed the emphasis that Creation was by the Holy One alone 
without any helpers. Specifically, the passage was concerned with others 
who were claiming that the Holy One had created the world with the help 
of two angels, Michael and Gabriel. It seemed to me that whatever the 
original meaning of the passage, within the medieval Christian empires it 
would counter Trinitarian Christian claims about creation. This interpre-
tation led me to take a wider look at Jewish literature of the first millen-
nium, in particular talmudic and midrashic works, in order to discover 
how this literature dealt with Christianity, especially when Jews were 
subject to Christian persecution.1

 A handy listing of passages in Rabbinic literature that have to do with 
Jesus or Christianity is found in a book by R. Travers Herford, Christian-
ity in Talmud and Midrash, and first published in 1903.2 While the work 

 1. For a general introduction to Rabbinic literature, see H. L. Strack and G. Stem-
berger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (trans. M. Bockmuehl; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1996); J. Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature (ABRL; New York: 
Doubleday, 1994); idem, Rabbinic Literature: An Essential Guide (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2005). For a shorter introduction, see my “The Significance of Midrash,” 
in Recent Developments in Midrash Research: Proceedings of the 2002 and 2003 
SBL Consultation on Midrash (ed. L. M. Teugels, and R. Ulmer; Judaism in Context 
2; Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias, 2005), 17–24. 
 2. Reprinted in New York: Ktav, 1975. In addition to translations, the book has 
an appendix with all the texts in the original Hebrew or Aramaic. For a more recent 
listing of Jewish references to the person of Jesus, see F. R. Zindler, The Jesus the 
Jews Never Knew: Sepher Toldoth Yeshu and the Quest of the Historical Jesus in 
Jewish Sources (Cranford, N.J.: American Atheist Press, 2003). Note that Zindler is 
a former professor of biology and geology. Although his listing is quite complete 
and includes both Rabbinic and non-Rabbinic sources, Zindler depends on secondary 
works and writes with the aim of proving the Christ-Myth theory, namely, the theory 
that the Jesus of history never existed. See also H. L. Strack, Jesus die Häretiker und 
die Christen nach den ältesten jüdischen Angaben (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1910). 
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is certainly dated, it does have the advantage of including all passages 
that might refer to Jesus or Christianity, whether they really do so or not. 
Unfortunately, however, Herford, like almost all others who have written 
on the subject, was asking the wrong questions.3 He and most who fol-
lowed him were concerned with mining these works for sources on the 
“historical Jesus” or on Christian origins, and of course found such refer-
ences “unhistorical.”4 Sometimes this concentration on sources and 
origins of tradition also affected other areas. Thus, Alan F. Segal in his 
study, Two Powers in Heaven,5 is largely interested in the origins of a 
given doctrine more than what that doctrine came to mean. 
 In the present study, however, I am not concerned with any possible 
historical truth of traditions having to do with Christianity; nor am I 
concerned with their origin. What I am concerned with is how Christians 
and Jews would have understood possible references to Christianity in 
later eras, when they were reading the various works in the forms that we 
have them today. Whatever any source or “original author” may have 
meant, what becomes more important is how later readers understood 
them.6

 For the purposes of the present study, we can divide rabbinic literature 
into three groups. The first is that literature, such as the Mishnah, which 
reflects a period before Christianity became the dominant religion of the 
Roman Empire in the fourth century. The second group includes those 

 3. Of course, the best known work that concerns Christianity and Rabbinic 
Literature is that by H. L. Strack (who contributed little) and P. Billerbeck, Kom-
mentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch (Munich: Beck, 1921–28). 
The many problems with the work are well known. One of its lesser known faults is 
that the work tends to replace passages that are difficult to translate with ellipses. In 
any case, the work is a New Testament commentary and is not seeking out more 
general references to Christianity from a Jewish point of view. Herbert Basser has 
recently received a grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada to redo the commentary more critically and in English.  
 4. See, e.g., M. Goguel, Jesus and the Origins of Christianity (trans. O. Wyon; 
Harper Torchbooks; New York: Harper, 1960), 70–75. 

5. A. F. Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christi-
anity and Gnosticism (Studies in Judaism in Late Antiquity 25; Leiden: Brill, 1977). 
Note also that “Gnosticism” is a vague term and largely the invention of historians 
during the last couple of centuries. See K. L. King, What is Gnosticism? (Cam-
bridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), especially 5–19, 218–24.
 6. For example, one can show that the anti-Jewish polemics of John Chrysostom 
(ca. 347–407) were not as anti-Jewish as they appear and that Chrysostom was merely
following the standard rhetoric of his day. In any case, no persecution resulted. In a 
later age, however, these polemics were understood quite differently and did become 
a justification for persecuting Jews. See R. L. Wilken, John Chrysostom and the 
Jews (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983).  
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works which come from outside the Roman Empire under Persia and 
later under Islam. In such an environment both Jews and Christians 
formed minorities and were unable to persecute each other with the 
backing of the state. An example of such literature would be the Baby-
lonian Talmud, at least until it became widely used in West. The third 
group, which includes most of the midrashim, flourished in the Christian 
Roman Empire and was therefore subject to Christian scrutiny.7

 There are no passages in the first group that probably refer to Jesus or 
Christianity. There may have been some such passages there at one time, 
but in the texts that we possess any certain references are lacking.8 If they 
were there, they have been changed or deleted. It is in the second group 
that we can see such a process of deletion and transformation going on. 
Since the Babylonian Talmud developed outside the Christian Roman 
Empire, there was little fear of Christian persecution in the wake of anti-
Christian passages. Thus, according to b. Sanh. 43a, “Jesus [Jesus the 
Nazarene according to one manuscript] was hanged on the Eve of Pass-
over.” Then there follows a detailed account of how he was to be stoned9

for sorcery and for enticing Israel to apostasy. The passage also goes on 
to mention that Jesus had five disciples who were executed with him. 
Now what is particularly interesting about this passage is that it appears 
in the Soncino translation of the tractate, but is absent from the standard 
text that is sometimes printed with it. 
 The reason is that the translation comes from relatively early manu-
scripts, while the standard text depends on other, later manuscripts. By 
the time that the Babylonian Talmud had become standard in the Chris-
tian West, specific references to Jesus and his disciples had been deleted, 
perhaps due to Christian censorship, but more likely due to Jewish self-
censorship in order to avoid persecution. Similarly, in the uncensored edi-
tions only of b. Sanh. 107a, there is a reference to Rabbi Joshua ben Perah-
jah (ca. 104–78 BCE) repulsing Jesus (the Nazarene) with both hands. 
 More complicated is the question whether the term minim, which 
literally means “sectarians,” refers to Christians. Herford so identifies the 

 7. Such midrashim with few exceptions cite authorities associated with the land 
of Israel. 
 8. Of course, one might read into a passage some reference to Jesus. For 
example, in t. Sukkah, there is a reference to a certain Miriam bat Bilgah who apos-
tatized and married an officer in the Greek royal court, but there is no mention of her 
being related to Jesus. Similarly, b. Sukkah 56b and y. Sukkah 5:8 (55d). See Goguel,
Jesus and the Origins of Christianity, 74. 
 9. See R. T. Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash (1903), 85–86, who 
cites Sanh. 4:6, where, according to the minority opinion of R. Eliezer, “All who are 
stoned were [then] hanged.” 
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term in every possible case, even in passages like b. Sanh. 91where a min
argues against the resurrection. It is difficult to see minim arguing against 
the doctrine of the Resurrection, if the minim are Christians, but Herford 
argues that the passage concerns Scriptural proof of the resurrection and 
not the doctrine itself.10

 Where the matter takes on more importance is Benediction 12 of the 
Shemoneh Esreh, the one cursing the minim (Birkat haMinim). This prayer
with this wording formed part of the daily liturgy except on Sabbaths and 
holidays.11 Moreover, in at least four versions minim is preceded by “the 
Christians” (ha-notsarim). Two come from the Cairo Genizah, and the 
other two are from two versions of the earliest Jewish liturgy, namely, 
that of Rav Amram Gaon (d. ca. 875).12 This mention of Christians, how-
ever, whether original or not, seems only to have existed in Muslim
countries. In any case, it is quite likely that many would have interpreted 
the term minim in this context as anti-Christian during the second century, 
since Justin Martyr in at least nine places states that Jews cursed Christ 
and his followers, whether Justin had this exact prayer in mind or not.13

 10. According to Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash, 279–81, apart 
from Sanh. 92a, the denial is really that the Resurrection can be proved from Torah 
(as in Sanh. 10:1), while Christians base their belief on the resurrection of Christ. It 
is true that the standard version of m. Sanh. 10:1, which heads this section, speaks 
only of a denial of Scriptural proof, but according to another reading, it is simply a 
question of denying an afterlife. Herford also maintains that the correct designation 
for the heretics in the passage should not be minim, but Samaritans. 
 11. Thus the benediction was not read when Christians were likely to be present. 
In any case, there is evidence of Christians frequenting synagogues as late as 
Chrysostom (Homily 8:8:8–9). See also R. Kimelman, “Birkat Ha-Minim and the 
Lack of Evidence for an Anti-Christian Jewish Prayer in Late Antiquity,” in Jewish 
and Christian Self-Definition. Vol. 2, Aspects of Judaism in the Graeco-Roman 
Period (ed. E. P. Sanders et al.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 223–244 (239–40). 
See also I. Kalimi, “‘…und Joseph verleumdete seine Brüder’: Josephs Verrat in den 
Midraschim als Beitrag zur zeitgenössischen jüdisch-christlichen Kontroverse,” 
Zeitshcrift für Religions- und Geistesgeschichte 54 (2002): 23–31; and more 
recently, idem, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: Studies in the 
Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Jewish and Christian Heritage 2; 
Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002), 77–87 (81–87).  
 12. For literal translations, see my “The Gospel of John and the Jews: The Story 
of a Religious Divorce,” in Antisemitism and the Foundations of Christianity (ed. A. 
T. Davis; New York: Paulist, 1979), 72–97 (85). 
 13. Justin, Dial. 16:4; 47:4; 93:4; 95:4; 96:2; 108:3; 123:6; 133:6; 137:3. See my 
“Date of Luke–Acts,” in Luke–Acts: New Perspectives from the Society of Biblical 
Literature Seminar (ed. C. H. Talbert; New York: Crossroad, 1984), 47–62 (56). 
Note that according to Kimelman, “Birkat Ha-Minim,” Justin did not have this 
prayer specifically in mind. For a fuller study of Justin and the Birkat haMinim, see 
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We should also note that according to the Jerusalem Talmud (y. Ber. 5:4 
[3], 9c), there were concerns about other groups besides the one men-
tioned in Benediction 12. These included those who deny the Resurrection
(Benediction 2), namely, the Sadducees and the Samaritans, who were 
against the rebuilding of Jerusalem (Benediction 14). All three prayers 
seem directed against heretics. Later, however, when the Babylonian 
Talmud treats this subject (b. Ber. 28b–29a), there is no longer the con-
cern about Sadducees and Samaritans. The only concern is the minim, but
in the censored texts of the Christian empire, minim becomes Sadducees. 
 While outside Christian countries Jews did not feel threatened by a 
Christian majority, where Christians did hold sway, Jews had to walk on 
eggs. Still, Jewish leaders needed to respond to Christian arguments at 
least to their own people. Unfortunately, to do so openly in sermons 
would have invited persecution. In an earlier period there had been oppor-
tunity for free debate, as evidenced by such works as Justin Martyr’s 
Dialogue with Trypho and by the Dialogue of Timothy and Aquila; but 
such freedom of communication gradually came to an end with the first
Christian emperors. Jews might wish to avoid confrontation, but they 
could not always do so. Christian leaders might even force debate. In 
such situations, for Jews to lose might destroy the faith of their own 
people, but winning brought swift punishment. 
 The most notable of these debates took place in a somewhat later 
period and involved Na manides or Ramban,14 as he is commonly called 
in Jewish sources. With the support of the Dominicans and the Francis-
cans, the Jewish convert, Pablo Christiani, proposed to King James I of 
Aragon that a public debate take place with Na manides. With a promise 
of immunity from punishment, Na manides accepted the offer, and the 
debate took place in July of 1263 with a clear win on the part of Na -
manides.15 At first the king kept his word and even paid Na manides 300 
Solidos, but the matter did not end there. Under pressure from the 
Dominicans, Pope Clement IV forced the king to go back on his promise. 
As a result, Na manides was put on trial in 1265 and condemned. Forced 
to leave Spain, he settled in Israel. Another result is that Jews were 
forced to listen to sermons by Dominican friars.16

W. Horbury, “The Benediction of the Minim and Early Jewish–Christian Contro-
versy,” JTS 33 (1982): 19–61. 
 14. Ramban stands for Rabbi Moses ben Na man. 
 15. Na manides published a summary of the arguments in a work that is still 
extant under the title of Sefer Vikkuah (Book of Debate). 

16. Anti-Judaism specifically in Christian Scriptural interpretation continues to 
the present day. See, e.g., Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, especially 115–18. 
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 Similar dangerous situations also existed for Jews in earlier times. 
Jewish leaders felt the need to rebut Christian theological claims, but 
without putting anything in writing that would be obvious enough to 
encourage persecution. Such indirect writing appears largely in the mid-
rashim because these writings were meant to form a basis for Jewish 
preaching. An excellent example of such coded writing appears in the 
opening sections of Midrash Tan uma (Buber edition). In its present 
form it cannot have existed much before the ninth century because it 
cites verbatim a whole chapter from the She’iltot by R. Ahai of Shabba, 
who flourished in the middle of the eighth century.17 The arguments 
found in the Buber Tan uma, however, are not unique. They also appear 
in various other sources, such as Gen. Rab. 1:3; 3:8 and Midr. Pss. 24:4; 
86:9.18

 The Buber Tan uma begins with a discussion of when the Holy One 
created the world.19 According to Rabbi Johanan, “Heaven and earth 
were created on the first day, and on the second the Holy One created the 
firmament and the angels,” while Rabbi Hanina maintained that “the 
angels were created on the fifth day.” Then comes the conclusion: “And 
why were the angels not created on the first day? So that the minim20

would not say: Michael was standing in the North with Gabriel in the 
South, and together with the Holy One they spread out the heavens and 
the earth. So who did create them? The Holy One by himself, as stated 
(in Gen 1:1): ‘In the beginning God Created the Heavens and the Earth.’”
 In interpreting this passage we are not concerned about how such a 
story may have arisen. It is perfectly possible that Segal is correct that its 
roots go back to what he would call “Jewish Gnosticism.” Indeed, “Jew-
ish Gnosticism” may have been the primary concern of those who com-
posed the version in Gen. Rab. 1:3, which likely represents a situation 
before Christians fully controlled the Roman Empire.21 In a later period, 

 17. The insertion stands out since it is an Aramaic section within the Hebrew of 
the Buber Tan uma and occurs in a different form. The traditional Tan uma has a 
couple of other insertions from the She’iltot.
 18. See also Pirqe R. El. 4. Specifically on the Midrash Psalms, see I. Kalimi, 
“Midrash Psalms Shocher Tov: Some Theological and Methodological Features and 
a Case Study—The View of God,” in God’s Word for Our World. Vol. 2, Theolo-
gical and Cultural Studies in Honor of Simon John DeVries (ed. J. H. Ellens et al.; 
JSOTSup 389; London: T&T Clark International, 2004), 62–76 (71–72). 
 19. See also Tan uma (Buber), Gen. Rab. 1:3; Pirqe R. El. 1:3; Midr. Pss. 24:4; 
86:9; 104:7.
 20. On the meaning of minim here, see Kalimi, “Midrash Psalms Shocher Tov,
72–73 and n. 25. 
 21. Segal, Two Powers in Heaven, passim, but especially p. 136. 
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however, Jewish communities who were subject to Christian domination 
and who read this account in the ninth century, perhaps even in the 
earlier version of Genesis Rabbah, would have viewed the situation in 
the light of their own times. For them it was necessary to supply argu-
ments against Christian theological views such as the doctrine of the 
Trinity. Thus, for a Jewish teacher using this Midrash for preaching on 
the first chapter in Genesis this interpretation solved a problem. It was 
necessary to preach against Christian minim who claimed that the Holy 
One was a Trinity and that he created the world along with the Son and 
Holy Spirit, whom Jewish congregations would read into the names 
Michael and Gabriel. How better to counter Christian arguments than to 
show that the Holy One by himself created all living beings only after the 
basic creation of the world on the first day?  
 The second section of the Buber Tan uma concerns the apparent crea-
tion of the world over a period of six days. When questioned by a certain 
matron,22 R. Jose ben Halafra explained that creation was like preparing a 
meal. The Holy One prepared the meal of creation at one time on the first
day but laid it out course by course. The fifth section qualifies the previ-
ous argument by arguing that at creation the Holy One did use Torah as a 
confidant and interprets “in the beginning” to mean “by means of Torah 
God Created…” 
 Section seven returns to the rebutting of Trinitarian arguments from 
the minim. Here the argument concerns the fact in Hebrew the divine 
name (elohim) is a plural noun. The minim are arguing with a certain 
Rabbi23 that the plural must be intentional because in Josh 24:19 elohim
is modified by a plural adjective, namely “holy.” The Rabbi replies that 
in the rest of the verse elohim is referred to by a singular pronoun. Then 
why the plural adjective, “holy”? The answer is that the Holy One is holy 
in all categories of holiness, since “his way is in holiness, he processes in 
holiness, he is seen in holiness, his speech is in holiness, the uncovering 
of his arm is in holiness, and he is beautiful and glorious in holiness.” 
Then there follows scriptural texts to prove each of these categories. Still 
the minim persist. They now argue: “In the beginning God (in the plural) 
created,” to which the rabbi responds that the verb, “created,” is singular. 
 The next argument in this section concerns a dispute between two 
early second-century Rabbis, Ishmael and Akiva. The basic argument 
concerns differing methods of exegesis, but part of it has a bearing on 

 22. Such a matron (a Hebrew spelling of the Latin matrona) is a stock character 
in the midrashim. 
 23. The manuscripts differ as to whether this was R. Ishmael, who died in 135, or 
R. Simlay, who flourished in the latter half of the third century. 
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Jewish rebuttal of Christian interpretations. This part of the dispute 
concerns the Hebrew sign of a direct object, namely et. This sign is 
optional and may be omitted. Ishmael argues that in the beginning of 
Genesis, where “God creates et the heavens and et the earth,” each et is 
there merely for clarification, but Akiva believed that the Holy One 
would never put a word in Scripture without a special reason.24 Since the 
particle et can also mean “along with,” he maintains that this must be the 
meaning here. One might interpret “heaven” and “earth” as being two 
deities; therefore Scripture states “et (in the sense of ‘with’) the heavens 
and et the earth” to indicate that these two creations included both heaven
and earth plus what was created “along with” them. 
 In understanding Akiva’s exegesis, we need to see what was happen-
ing in his day. Christians were making wide use of the Greek Septuagint 
translation of Scripture in their arguments with Jews. For example, in 
Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho 67, Trypho challenges Justin over his 
interpretation of Isa 7:14, and points out that the passage cannot refer to 
Jesus’ virgin birth because the Hebrew text does not mention a virgin but 
a young woman. To this Justin counters that the Jewish Greek transla-
tion, the Septuagint, does use the word virgin and that this is an inspired 
translation from seventy Jewish elders. To prevent Christians from using 
this translation to their own advantage, Jewish scholars undertook to 
produce more literal Greek versions. The most literal of these came from 
a certain Aquila, who was a pupil of Rabbi Akiva. In this translation 
Aquila followed his master’s principles and translated et in Gen 1:1 and 
elsewhere by the Greek preposition sun, which means “along with.” By 
so doing Aquila and his master evidently hoped to prevent the misuse 
of Scripture by deviants. Of course in the second century these deviants 
may well have included others besides the likes of Justin Martyr.
Centuries later, however, when the Buber Tan uma appeared, the main 
opponents of Judaism in the Christian empire were Christians, and Jews 
of that day would have seen the dispute in their context. 
 Finally, in section twelve we find the argument repeated that the angels
were created only after the Holy One had created the world. For that 
reason they could not have assisted in creation. 
 Apart from the usual Rabbinic material, it is necessary to look at 
another type of traditional Jewish literature, namely, the liturgical 
hymns, namely, the piyyutim. The earliest piyyutim go back to approxi-
mately the sixth century in the land of Israel before the Islamic conquest. 

 24. More generally on Rabbinic attention to detail in exegesis, see Y. Elman, 
“Midrash Halakhah in its Classic Formulation,” in Teugels and Ulmer, eds., Recent 
Developments in Midrash Research, 3–15. 
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The earliest hymn writer (or paytan) that we know by name was Yose 
ben Yose, but more important than he were other early paytanim, in par-
ticular Rabbi Yannai.25 His works are available in a critical edition with a 
commentary.26 Since these piyyutim draw freely from traditions similar to 
those found in the various midrashim,27 it is not surprising that their 
treatment of Christians and Christianity are similar. In the material that 
we have today, Yannai makes no specific references to Jesus, Christians, 
or Christianity, although in one place he does use the term “Gentile sec-
tarians” (goye minim).28 Still there are a few instances where Yannai does 
seem to be countering Christian theological arguments.29 In general, 
however, these relatively few allusions seem to agree with what we find
with more detail in the midrashim with reference to Christianity. The 
illusions are subtle enough to avoid persecution. 
 There is one other document that does not really fit into what we 
usually regard as Rabbinic literature, namely, the Toledot Jesu, or “Life 
of Jesus.” In its complete form it could not have been written before the 
tenth century, but it has roots much earlier, some of which are found in 
the Cairo Genizah. The work exists in many versions,30 but all versions 

 25. Yannai can be dated approximately to the sixth century. See Z. M. Rabino-
witz (later Rabinovitz), Halakha and Aggada in the Liturgical Poetry of Yannai (Tel 
Aviv: M. Greenberg, 1965 [Hebrew]), xxxi.  
 26. Rabinovitz (formerly Rabinowitz), The Liturgical Poems of Rabbi Yannai 
according to the Triennial Cycle of the Pentateuch and the Holidays (2 vols.; 
Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1985–87 [Hebrew]). In addition, N. M. Bronznick had 
published a third volume of supplemental explanations, interpretations, with sug-
gested textual emendations and completions of lacunae, The Liturgical Poetry of 
Yannai (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 2000). 
 27. Rabinowitz, Halakha and Aggada in the Liturgical Poetry of Yannai.
 28. Rabinovitz, The Liturgical Poems of Rabbi Yannai, # 185, line 31 (2:174). 
 29. Rabinovitz, The Liturgical Poems of Rabbi Yannai, notes to, # 84, line 1 
(1:388); #86, l. 67 (1:403–14); #109, l. 21 (2:380); # 140, ll. 30, 46, 77 (2:140–45); 
#158, l. 31 (2:174); and Qedushta for Yom Kippur, ll 146–47 (2:221–22). See also 
his introduction, 1:52–53; and idem, Halakha and Aggada in the Liturgical Poetry of 
Yannai, xxix-xxxi. 
 30. For texts and German translation of Toledot Jesu in most of the versions 
available at the beginning of the nineteenth century, see S. Krauss, Das Leben Jesu 
nach Jüdischen Quellen. Herausgegeben und erläutert von S. Krauss (Berlin: Cal-
vary, 1902). For a more recent introduction, text with translation of one version, 
based on the Amsterdam exemplar (TA) plus explanatory notes, see G. Schlichting, 
Ein jüdisches Leben Jesu: Die verschollene Toledot-Jeschu-Fassung Tam u-Mu ad
(WUNT 24; Tübingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1982). This work also has a synoptic outline 
of twelve versions. For two versions in English, see Zindler, The Jesus the Jews 
Never Knew, 347–450. The first is the translation of G. W. Foote and J. M. Wheeler, 
The Jewish Life of Christ: Being the Sepher Toldoth Jeshu (London: Forder, 1896). 
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agree that Jesus demonstrated unusual abilities and that these abilities 
were coupled with disrespect for the sages of the age. The work also 
portrays Jesus as having magical powers that he obtained by stealing the 
divine name from the Jerusalem Temple. Like the Babylonian Talmud, 
the Toledot Jesu seems to have arisen where Christian rulers did not hold 
sway, but it also circulated in Christian lands, probably as an under-
ground document. In any case, it was not part of what we might regard as 
normative Rabbinic literature. 
 To sum up, specific references to Jesus and Christianity seem to have 
grown up outside the Christian Roman Empire or before that empire 
became Christian. Such is the case of references to Jesus or Christians in 
the Babylonian Talmud; however, when such writings found their way 
into Christian dominated lands, the references were soon deleted or 
disguised. What is most interesting are covert references to Christian 
theology and scriptural interpretation in the midrashim, which formed 
the basis for Rabbinic preaching. These show how Jewish leaders might 
reply to Christian interpretations of Scripture. The one partial exception 
appears to have been the Toledot Jesu, which would have circulated in 
Christian countries as a kind of underground literature. 
 Finally, what was true of Rabbinic literature seems largely true in the 
later Middle Ages during the era of the crusades. In a recent study Isaac 
Kalimi has shown that, with the exceptions of Rashi, Rabbi Joseph Bechor
Shor (RaBaSh), and the Kimchis (Joseph and David), most Jewish critics 
of Christianity lived under Islam outside Christian hegemony.31 Jewish 
scholars living under Christian rulers did not specifically criticize Islam. 
They had enough problems with Christianity. 

The second is an English rendering from the German of Krauss by G. R. S. Mead, 
Did Jesus Live 100 B. C.? An Enquiry into the Talmud Jesus Stories, the Toldoth 
Jeschu, and Some Curious Statements of Epiphanius–Being a Contribution to the 
Study of Christian Origins (London: Theosophical Publication Society, 1903). 
 31. See I. Kalimi, “Die Auseinandersetzung mit den internen und äusseren 
Opponenten in mittelalterlicher-jüdischer Schriftauslegung,” ZAW 115 (2003): 
73–87 (76–82). 
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THE RISE OF MODERN JEWISH BIBLE STUDIES:
PRELIMINARY REFLECTIONS

Alan Levenson 

I. Introduction 

Professor Kalimi’s work evidences the profound impact of Jewish acade-
micians in the field of Bible. As a teacher who translates the findings of 
the academy to Jewish adults—amcha—I can testify that the significance 
of this more-than-academic development has been woefully under-
reported. My students, generally well-read Jewish adults, realize only 
vaguely that the study of Bible has been shaped by the findings of the 
academy, and that the field of Bible studies has been shaped by the entrée 
of committed Jews. I am not a Bible scholar, nor the son of a Bible 
scholar, but I hope the following bird’s eye view will serve as an adver-
tisement for a revolutionary development.1

 The terms “modern” and “Jewish” both require clarification. By “mod-
ern” Bible study I mean the freedom of scholars to challenge the antiq-
uity, authorship, and authority of Scripture. This tendency began in the 
mid-seventeenth century when the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes 
(1588–1679), and the Jewish heretic Baruch de Spinoza (1632–1677), 
respectively, published Leviathan and Tractatus-Theologico Politicus.2

Spinoza and Hobbes shared a common agenda: to dethrone the Bible 
from its role as the arbiter and source of moral, spiritual, and political 
authority. Spinoza, well-versed in Hebrew and well-schooled in medieval 
Jewish Bible commentary, could not have written the Tractatus without 
predecessors such as Abraham Ibn Ezra, Eliezer Bonfils, Jonah Ibn 
Janach, and others. Nevertheless, Spinoza’s explicit denial of Mosaic 

 1. An obvious danger in writing outside one’s primary field is that you miss a 
lot—which I have, starting with F. Greenspahn’s superb essay, “How Jews Translate 
the Bible,” in Biblical Translation in Context (ed. F. Knoblich; Bethesda: University 
Press of Maryland, 2001), 43–61.  
 2. An expanded list of pioneers of Bible scholarship would have to include 
Bishop Robert Lowth, Richard Simon, Jean Astruc, and Johann Gabler. 
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authorship of the Torah, his examination of the processes of authorship 
and transmission, and his conclusions regarding the role of Scripture in 
society placed him at odds with all predecessors. Spinoza claimed that 
the Torah was meant only for one specific period (from Moses to the 
Monarchy), one specific place (eretz yisrael) and one specific people (the 
Israelites). Whether or not Spinoza was a Jewish thinker may be debated; 
that his approach to the Bible pointed toward modernity seems incon-
testable.3

 Modern biblical study began in the seventeenth century and reached 
maturity in the nineteenth century. But “modern” biblical study is more 
than a chronological designation. In all three Western religions, “tradi-
tional” methods of exegesis continue to flourish. Within the Jewish world,
popular and important presses such as Artscroll and Judaica Classics—
essentially the product of yeshiva scholarship—ignore the findings of 
source criticism, archaeology, and comparative linguistics, not to men-
tion utterly treyf disciplines such as gender studies and religious anthro-
pology. These presses, then, opt for a non-modern interpretive posture.4

 3. A number of scholars (e.g. Nahum Sarna, Moshe Greenberg) have attempted 
to mitigate the caesura between traditional Jewish methods and modern critical 
methods. The legitimate quest for intellectual patrimony by Jewish Bible scholars 
should not obscure the difference between traditional and modern approaches, 
especially with regard to the purpose and limits of biblical criticism. 
 4. Many Orthodox Bible scholars, of course, employ the insights of biblical 
criticism without endorsing all of its conclusions, a description that also applies to 
many non-Orthodox scholars. See A. Cooper, “Reading the Bible Critically and 
Otherwise,” in The Future of Biblical Studies (ed. R. E. Friedman and H. G. M. 
Williamson; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 61–80. In “The Lonely Man of Faith,” 
Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought (1965): 9, Rav Joseph Solo-
veitchik, the undisputed leader of American Orthodoxy in the second half of twen-
tieth century, wrote: “I have not even been troubled by the theories of Biblical 
criticism which contradict the very foundations upon which the sanctity and integrity 
of the Scriptures rest” (Lonely Man of Faith [New York: Doubleday, 1992], n.p.). 
Yet, can one imagine a sustained essay organized around Adam I and Adam II and 
the two creation stories without the findings of biblical criticism? I find it hard to 
term Artscroll, a vernacular-language publisher which uses up-to-date print and 
marketing methods and which seeks a non-gendered audience (male and female) 
“traditional.” What term to use for the Artscroll approach is, however, unclear. The 
many criticisms of this approach are merited, but tend toward the polemical, as in 
B. B. Levy’s essays in the first volume of M. L. Raphael, ed., Approaches to Modern 
Judaism (BJS 49; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983), and in D. Sperling et al., eds., 
Students of the Covenant (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992). Further investigation into 
modern Orthodox approaches to the study of Scripture are merited, beginning with 
the influential Israel series, Da’at Mikra (published by Mosad haRav Kook).  
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 By “modern,” then, I mean a designation methodological and socio-
logical as well as chronological. Methodologically, modern Bible study 
suggests an autonomous, academic discipline, which dictates procedures, 
and is formally uncommitted to the traditions of any religious commu-
nity. Professionally, the scholars dealt with below do not operate within 
an exclusively Jewish context, but rather, within the university. This cer-
tainly imparts a different sociological dimension to Bible studies con-
ducted by Jews, which were once undertaken in seminaries or Yeshivot 
—by definition, exclusively Jewish institutions. 
 My interest in the inherent tensions of the enterprise of modern Jewish 
Bible scholarship was first piqued by the following claim by Jacob 
Neusner: “Judaic perspectives on ancient Israel lead to a distinctively and 
particularly Judaic inquiry into a biblical text or problem. That is self-
evident in the theological papers presented here… Without the names 
being attached to the papers…in many instances we should know beyond 
doubt that the author is Jewish.”5 Neusner stopped short of claiming that 
Jewish scholars in Bible constituted a “Jewish school” of biblical schol-
arship, although he co-editor, Ernest Freirichs, was willing to do so.6

Moreover, writing these lines in the mid-1980s, Neusner considered it 
unremarkable that Jewish Bible scholars had a greater exposure to 
Hebrew, legal and ritual texts from the Torah, and rabbinic traditions. 
Nesuner’s underlying explanation hardly needed stating: we went to 
Hebrew school; they did not. From the perspective of 2006, however, 
one may reasonably question whether these differences remain. To put 
the question bluntly: Can one locate “Jewishness” in an ostensibly value-
neutral setting? To what extent does/should it matter that a particular 
scholar is Christian or Jewish?7

 In 2006 we still send our children to Hebrew school, but in universi-
ties, Jewish scholars study Christian exegesis and Christian scholars 

 5. J. Neusner, “Preface,” in Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel (ed. J. Neusner,
B. A. Levine, and E. S. Frerichs; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), xii. This superb vol-
ume was the first, to my knowledge, to shine light directly on the phenomenon that I 
am investigating in this essay.  
 6. I was fortunate enough to study with both men when I was an undergraduate. 
 7. Even within a single chapter of a single book the interpretive biases of both 
Christians and Jews can be easily demonstrated. See E. Fackenheim’s penetrating, 
postmodern reading of Jer 31, “New Hearts and the Old Covenant: On Some 
Possibilities of a Fraternal Jewish–Christian Reading of the Jewish Bible Today,” in 
The Jewish Thought of Emil Fackenheim (ed. M. Morgan; Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1987), n.p. This essay is ostensibly a continuation of M. Buber’s 
essay “People Today and the Jewish Bible,” in M. Buber and F. Rosenzweig, 
Scripture and Translation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 4–28. 
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study rabbinic exegesis. Since the field of biblical history in general 
tends so strongly toward minimalism these days, the vestigial differences 
between Jews and Christians may appear trivial when compared to the 
rift between contemporary scholars and their predecessors. We can iden-
tify Jewish Bible scholars sufficiently alienated from both Judaic tradi-
tions and ethnic loyalties such that he or she would never display “Jewish” 
tendencies.8 One can identify Christian scholars sufficiently influenced 
by their Jewish teachers and peers to write works with distinctly Jewish 
overtones—Case Western Reserve University offers an excellent exam-
ple. Professor Alice Bach, who holds Case Western Reserve University’s 
“Catholic Chair,” studied at Jewish Theological Seminary and comforta-
bly employs the idioms of the Judaic tradition.9 Professor Timothy Beal 
opens his book on Esther with rabbinic references, an appreciation of 
Purim’s role as a Jewish holiday, and a sharp critique of Protestant ani-
mosity toward this scroll in an earlier era.10 Demonstrably, then, one can 
adopt a “Jewish” perspective without being Jewish.  
 If Jews can write without any Jewish tendencies, and Christians with 
them, what is meant by Jewish tendencies anyway? Initially seduced by 
Neusner’s essentialist impulse, I now conclude that we are observing the
construction of Jewish readings of the Bible. When I identify “Jewish” 
tendencies in biblical discourse I really mean: those tendencies which 
Jews and Christians, unwittingly but also wittingly, have decided to call 

 8. While a distinctly Jewish orientation may not animate a Bible scholar who 
happens to be Jewish, the profession of Bible scholarship is somewhat self-select- 
ing. As J. D. Levenson writes, “It is a rare scholar in the field whose past does not 
include an intense Christian or Jewish commitment. That commitment brings schol-
ars to the subject, but they then pursue it with methods whose origins lie not in the 
religious traditions, but in the Enlightenment critique of them. The incongruity of the 
motivation and the methods is painful to acknowledge.” J. D. Levenson, “The 
Hebrew Bible and Historical Criticism,” in Friedman and Williamson, eds., The 
Future of Biblical Studies, 51.
 9. A. Bach, “With a Song in Her Heart: Listening to Scholars Listening for 
Miriam,” in Women in the Hebrew Bible (ed. A. Bach; New York: Routledge, 1999), 
419–27 (423–26). 
 10. T. Beal, The Book of Hiding: Gender, Ethnicity, and Annihilation in Esther
(London: Routledge, 1997). On p. 1, Beal comments, “I have loved Purim for some 
time, but always from some undeterminable distance, always from some relative 
distance: not being Jewish. Why I am drawn to Purim, and to the text that Purim 
celebrates, has something to do with this sense of distance.” The acquisition of 
Jewish perspectives by Christian scholars is a tendency well underway, as younger 
scholars from Christian backgrounds attend graduate programs with numerous 
Jewish faculty members and as Christian professors are increasingly aware of the 
work done by Jewish colleagues.  
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Jewish. Such tendencies may result organically from a particular scholar’s
early education and ethno-religious background, but also from a con-
scious tendency to cultivate an approach recognized as Jewish by the 
academy and the marketplace.  
 I will highlight four facets of this “Jewish” approach, mnemonically 
named the “4 Ps”:  
 1. First, its polemical nature. 
 2. Second, its use of parshanut.
 3. Third, its insistence on the pluriformity the biblical texts. 
 4. Fourth, its commitment to the priority of the redacted text (“R”).  

II. From Apologetic to Polemic

An apologetic-polemic spirit animates much modern Jewish Bible 
scholarship. How could it be otherwise? The nineteenth-century “Higher 
Critics,” mainly German Liberal Protestants, harbored an animosity for 
Judaism and Catholicism they never bothered to conceal. Julius Well-
hausen (1844–1918), the great synthesizer of the documentary hypothe-
sis, considered Judaism the heir to the priestly, legalistic, unspiritual, 
mechanistic religion articulated by “P,” made normative by Ezra, and 
applied in mind-numbing detail by the rabbis. Wellhausen’s verdicts on 
Judaism translated traditional Christian anti-Judaism into academic lan-
guage.11 Given that Wellhausen wrote at a time of rising anti-Semitism, 
one can hardly blame Jews for reacting defensively to the “Higher 
Critics” and overlooking the fact that Wellhausen & Co. also provoked 
opposition from conservative Protestant circles. (The Catholic Church 
responded to critical Bible study by banning it altogether—a position 
reversed only after 1945.) That the Jewish responses to the “Higher 
Critics” were highly defensive, can be demonstrated by a brief survey of 
the three richest centers of modern Jewish Bible study: North America, 
Germany, and Israel.  
 In America, Solomon Schechter (1847–1915) asserted that the purpose 
of modern Bible scholarship was to deprive Jews of their claim to great-
ness and challenge their legacy to general civilization.12 Considering that 

 11. J. Wellhausen’s Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel (New York: 
Meridian, 1957 [1878]), esp. 499–518. The bias of German Protestant scholarship 
has been thoroughly documented in C. Klein, Judaism in Christian Scholarship
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978); E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1977); S. Heschel, Abraham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1998), passim. 
 12. S. Schechter, “Higher Criticism—Higher Antisemitism,” in his Seminary 
Addresses and Other Papers (New York: Arno, 1959), 35–39. 
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Friedrich Delitzsch’s Babel und Bibel (1906) received tremendous acco-
lades from the anti-Semitic court of Kaiser Wilhelm II, one cannot 
accuse Schechter of paranoia—only myopia.  
 Kaufmann Kohler (1843–1915), in principle open to the methods of 
the “Higher Critics,” shared Schechter’s view that their findings were 
tainted by anti-Semitism.13 Kohler’s tenure as President of Hebrew Union 
College opened the door to critical Bible scholarship, but the subject 
remained sequestered from the rank and file. Reform rabbinical confer-
ences in Leipzig and Philadelphia determined that the fruits of such 
studies would remain outside the classroom. As Naomi W. Cohen con-
cluded in a seminal article on evolution and Bible scholarship, “Kauf-
mann Kohler’s dream of a modern Jewish theology that would compel 
the respect of Jew and non-Jew for Judaism and its adherents failed to 
materialize.”14

Joseph Hertz (1872–1946) cited sympathetic non-Jewish authors, 
addressed the ancient Near Eastern contexts, and raised questions of 
authorship. But it is difficult to resist the conclusion that Hertz—who 
was Chief Rabbi of England before he became a Chumash—provided the 
bare minimum demanded by his readers. Hertz affirmed a purely tra-
ditional view—his dogmatism often outpacing that of his midrashic or 
medieval predecessors. His contention that “Judaism stands or falls with 
its belief in the historic actuality of the Revelation of Sinai” (p. 402), 
cannot be easily reconciled with numerous midrashim that predate the 
Torah to Creation or the speculations of medieval pashtanim on certain 
passages in Genesis and Deuteronomy. Tellingly, Anglo-American Jewry
remained content with Hertz for synagogue use for decades. Only in the 
last twenty-five years have all three major religious streams in American 
Judaism moved to adopt Chumashim more consistent with their specific
ideologies. This is probably a sign of religious polarization; it is also a 
sign of religious maturity and confidence.15

 The same factors that inhibited the development of a creative Jewish 
response to the Higher Criticism in America operated in Germany as 
well. Although Germany was the capital of modern Jewish scholarship in 

 13. K. Kohler, “The Attitude of Christian Scholars toward Jewish Literature,” in 
his Studies, Addresses and Personal Papers (New York: Alumni Association of the 
Hebrew Union College, 1931), n.p. 
 14. N. Cohen, “The Challenges of Darwinism and Biblical Criticism to American 
Judaism,” Modern Judaism 4 (1984): 121–57 (151). 
 15. Three different chumashim are widely used by the three largest movements 
within American Judaism. In order of appearance, they are: The Torah. A Modern 
Commentary (Reform); The Chumash. The Stone Edition (Orthodox); Etz Hayim 
(Conservative). 



 LEVENSON  The Rise of Modern Jewish Bible Studies 169 

1

general (Wissenschaft des Judethums), and the site of the most numerous 
and most distinguished translations of the Bible in any modern language 
(from Moses Mendelssohn to Buber–Rosenzweig), the call for a distinctly
Jewish Bible scholarship foundered. This failure may be attributed partly 
to self-censorship. Even Heinrich Graetz and Abraham Geiger, two of 
the most audacious and talented members of the Wissenschaft des Juden-
thums preferred to leave the Torah itself immune from criticism and 
concentrated their efforts on the Prophets and Writings. Their contem-
porary, the Neo-Orthodox Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808–1888), refused 
to engage this discipline at all, though he did not shrink from interpolat-
ing his own nineteenth-century idealistic system of symbolic language 
into his biblical translations and commentaries. 
 I would argue, however, that the goals of objective scholarship proved 
a more significant impediment to articulating a Jewish approach than fear 
of source criticism. Benno Jacob, the most articulate champion of a 
Jewish Bible scholarship, wrote commentaries on the first two books of 
the Bible that stand as models of modern parshanut. But he was the odd-
man out. Ludwig Feuchtwanger offered the preferred view of how 
German Jews hoped to see the discipline of Bible studies develop: 

A Jewish, Catholic or Protestant Bible scholarship is completely unten-
able in terms of the nature and concept of scholarship. For this reason, the 
only possible locus and framework for the study of the Old Testament is 
not the theological faculty but rather Semitic philology, ancient history 
and the comparative study of religion.16

 In pre-state Palestine, a surprisingly similar trajectory can be plotted. 
Peretz Smolenskin—that important trailblazer for secular Jewish iden-
tity—argued that “the glory of the Torah and the Hebrew language” 
should not be subordinated to foreign disciplines.17 In 1926, the chief 
rabbis of Great Britain and France foiled Peretz Chajes’s appointment to 
the Bible position at Hebrew University, on the grounds that he practiced 
source criticism.18 Despite the need to respond constructively to this 
emerging discipline—articulated by Max Soloveitchik, Zalman Shazar, 

 16. L. Feuchtwanger, cited in I. Schorsch, “The Ethos of Modern Jewish Schol-
arship,” in his From Text to Context (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New 
England, 1994), 158–76 (165). 
 17. D. Engel, “Hebrew Nationalism and Biblical Criticism: The Attitude of 
Peretz Smolenskin,” in Ki Baruch Hu. Festschrift in Honor of Baruch Levine (ed. 
R. Chazan, W. W. Hallo, and L. H. Schiffman; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 
1999), 483–507. 
 18. D. Engel, “Hebrew Nationalism and Biblical Criticism,” 486. On the Chajes 
non-appointment, see also D. Myers, Re-Inventing Jewish History (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 102–8.  
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and others—efforts in this direction ground to a halt. Hebrew University 
professors Umberto Cassuto, Moshe Siegal, and Yehezkel Kaufmann—
their differing religious positions notwithstanding—rejected the major 
conclusions of source criticism.19 All shared an apologetic approach and 
all failed to develop a distinctly Jewish mode of Bible scholarship that 
influenced their non-Jewish contemporaries. Kaufmann, the most open to 
source criticism and the only one to elicit some non-Jewish response,20

claimed an early point of origination for monotheism, and insisted that 
Israel stood so far from paganism that that it could not even comprehend 
it.
 When the impulse for a Jewish Bible scholarship resumed after the 
Second World War and the Holocaust, polemical residues remained. 
Nahum Sarna has continued his predecessors’ battle with the ghosts of 
Wellhausen and Delitzsch the Younger.21 Sarna stated:

We have constantly emphasized in this book the importance of differ-
ence, and have been at pains to delineate those areas in which Israel 
parted company with its neighbors… The old mythological motifs were 
not slavishly borrowed; there is no question here of uncreative imitation. 
Sometimes, in fact, those [ancient Near Eastern] motifs seem to have 
been deliberately used to empty them of their polytheistic content.22

 19. See, for instance, U. Cassuto, The Documentary Hypothesis (Jerusalem: 
Magnes, 1972); idem, Biblical and Canaanite Literatures (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1972 
[Hebrew]), 1:108. As M. Goshen-Gottstein notes, Cassuto attacked the Documentary 
Hypothesis head-on; Siegal ignored it; and Kaufmann employed the methods, but 
inverted the regnant conclusions. 
 20. Kaufmann’s work became available in English through M. Greenberg’s trans-
lation-condensation, The Religion of Israel: From its Beginnings to the Babylonian 
Exile (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960). 
 21. N. M. Sarna, Exploring Exodus: The Heritage of Biblical Israel (New York: 
Schocken, 1986) devotes many pages arguing the basic historicity of the Exodus, 
using the tools of archaeology, and the findings of the Egyptologists. The fading 
apologetic trajectory in Sarna’s work can be seen in his “Introduction to Genesis,” in 
JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis–Exodus (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1991), xvi. Many of the same themes enunciated in his earlier 
works are present, but language has softened. There are still some swipes at the 
source-critical school: “The present commentary is primarily concerned with the 
completed edifice and only to a minor extent with the building blocks. It is not based 
on a coroner’s approach, that is, on dissecting a literary corpse” (p. xvi). 
 22. N. M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York: Jewish Theological Semi-
nary of America, 1966), xvii–xviii. The claim that “difference” is more telling than 
“similarity” may also be found in the J. H. Hertz, The Soncino Press Pentateuch and
Haftorahs (2d ed.; London: Soncino Press, 1981), 194, 197, 498, and passim, in 
Abraham Geiger, Heinrich Graetz and Yehezkel Kaufmann.  



 LEVENSON  The Rise of Modern Jewish Bible Studies 171 

1

Sarna’s Understanding Genesis hammered home this thesis: They were 
first; we were best. To invert the old Levy’s rye bread advertisement—
you don’t need to be Christian to love supersessionism.  
 Jon D. Levenson (no relation) has made the most sophisticated analy-
ses of the Protestant nature of Old Testament theology and staked-out 
grounds for a Jewish response.23 In Sinai and Zion, Levenson complains 
that it seems as if Protestant Bible scholars have been looking for new 
ways to caricature Jewish legalism and to repeat Jesus’ curse on the 
Temple. This book’s title aptly signals the author’s intention to defend 
the Sinai/Law and the Zion/Temple as unfairly maligned high points in 
ancient Israelite religion. Even if a desire to undo the damage done by 
earlier biblical scholars over-determines Levenson’s discussion, his work 
exemplifies the sympathetic treatment accorded to legal and ritual mate-
rials once denigrated by Bible scholars.24 Schechter wanted the Christian 
scholarly world to leave Judaism alone. The current generation has a 
more ambitious agenda, seeking a fairer appraisal of Judaism. This chal-
lenge has—in part—succeeded.25

III. The Relationship of Rabbinic Traditions 
and Modern Bible Scholarship 

Modern biblical scholarship implies a dramatic break with traditional 
Jewish approaches to the Bible. How, then, does the modern Jewish 

 23. J. D. Levenson, “Why Jews are Not Interested in Biblical Theology,” in 
Neusner, Levine, and Frerichs, eds., Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel, 281–307; 
idem, “The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism,” in Fried-
man and Williamson, eds., The Future of Biblical Studies, 19–59. Less than two 
decades after this article, Jewish Bible theology has become an emerging discipline. 
Other significant contributors to a Jewish biblical theology would include: Moshe 
Goshen-Gottstein, Moshe Greenberg, Isaac Kalimi, Marc Zvi Brettler, Tikva Fry-
mer-Kensky, and Michael Fishbane. For a critique of Levenson’s essay, see I. Kalimi, 
Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002), 
107–34.
 24. Levenson’s discussion of the relationship between Jer 7 and Ps 50 seems 
driven by his awareness that Protestant theologians took their cues from Israel’s own 
prophets (J. D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion [Minneapolis: Winston, 1985], 165–69, 
206–109). On legal and cultic aspects of the Hebrew Bible, the works of Jacob 
Milgrom, Baruch Levine, and Menachem Haran deserve special mention.  
 25. To see the impact of a Jewish critique on academic presentations of the Bible 
by non-Jews, one may: (1) compare the way in which Ezra is discussed in the dif-
ferent editions of B. Anderson’s standard Introduction to Old Testament (London: 
Duckworth, 1959); (2) glance at Alice Bach’s introductory comments in Women in 
the Bible; (3) look at the authors and subjects of the recent NEB Study Edition. To 
pursue this matter fully would require a separate essay.  
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Bible scholar relate to the vast corpus of parshanut created by genera-
tions of commentators? In Adele Berlin’s judgment, modern Jewish aca-
demicians shied away from traditional exegesis, which “made no pre-
tense of being academically objective and religiously neutral.”26 Recently, 
however, scholars have found the reading skills of the rabbis useful and 
its lack of putative “neutrality” less bothersome. The JPS Torah Com-
mentary, which juxtaposes parshanut and cutting-edge Bible scholarship, 
offers the lay reader two approaches to the Bible largely sequestered 
from each other just a generation ago—a fine example of constructing a 
modern Jewish approach to Torah. 
 Even before this turn of events, scholars in the rabbinate such as 
Schechter, Kohler, Jacobs, David Zvi Hoffmann, and so on, took their 
cues from the rabbinic sources in subterranean fashion. Cassuto’s rejec-
tion of The Documentary Hypothesis’s treatment of the alternation of 
theophoric names, for instance, seems to me clearly inspired by the 
midrashic distinction between ’Elohim as the God of Justice and YHVH 
as the God of Mercy. Perhaps Berlin underestimates the modern use of 
parshanut. She is certainly correct in claiming that a momentous change 
has taken place. The rise of post-modernist perspectives, of a literary 
approach to the Bible, of Christian acknowledgment of its own biases 
have all fuelled this development. At present, modern Jewish scholars in 
the academy claim the inheritance of the rabbinic tradition in a variety of 
ways.  
 Addressing the interpretive fecundity of Second Temple Judaism, 
Michael Fishbane asks: 

Where did all this come from? What preceded the exegetical methods 
of Yose ben Yoezer and Nahum of Gimzo and all their congeners? Jew- 
ish tradition has one answer, modern scholarship suggests another… 
Neither answer seems particularly wrong, nor particularly right. Is it 
possible that the origins of the Jewish exegetical tradition are native and 
ancient?27

Fishbane thoroughly proves the point that a diverse, native, and ancient 
tradition of interpretation existed in ancient Israel. James Kugel chides 
Fishbane’s division of material (scribal, legal, and narrative) for reca-
pitulating rabbinic literary genres. What strikes Kugel as suspicious 
circularity strikes me as delightful affirmation—Fishbane consciously 

 26. A. Berlin, “On the Use of Traditional Jewish Exegesis in the Modern Lit- 
erary Study of the Bible,” in Tehillah le-Moshe (ed. M. Cogan, B. L. Eichler, and 
J. H. Tigay; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 173–83.  
 27. M. Fishbane’s Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1985), 19.  



 LEVENSON  The Rise of Modern Jewish Bible Studies 173 

1

stands in a long line of interpreters of earlier Scripture. Implicitly, then, 
the contemporary scholar stands in an analogous relationship to the 
Bible, as did the Sages. In Fishbane’s Biblical Interpretation, texts are 
constantly in the process of reinterpreting each other. Fishbane rejects 
the Protestant quest for the pristine text, refuses to privilege the original 
traditum over against the subsequent traditio. In antiquity and today, 
meaning emerges in the encounter between the received tradition and the 
interpreter.28

 The predilection to rabbinic, especially midrashic, tradition, goes 
beyond a technical ability to access a tradition unfamiliar to many 
non-Jewish scholars.29 Steven Fraade explains the attraction: Midrash 
recognizes the indeterminacy of textual meaning; exhibits qualities of 
intertextuality; and is, “free, open-ended, seriously playful and vitally 
creative.”30 Midrash invites the sort of strong readings that empower the 
interpreter to heal and make whole, a plowshare to the sword of source 
criticism.31 Midrash, thus construed, enables a dialogue with Judaic tra-
ditions, with which, in some ways, one is not on speaking terms. 
 Surveying creative Midrash as a contemporary genre, Fraade and 
others have naturally raised the question: But is this really Midrash? To 
be sure, classical midrash cannot share many of the premises of modern 
poetics.32 The striking dynamic of freedom and restraint in classical 
Midrash is absent in modern authors for whom creativity needs no 
apology. But if one accepts the “Jewishness” of modern Bible scholar-
ship as constructed rather than essential, these objections lose much of 
their force. The contributions of Judith Plaskow, for instance, do not 

 28. J. L. Kugel, review of M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel,
Prooftexts 7 (1987): 269–305. 
 29. Increasingly, Christian scholars possess both the technical mastery and 
sympathetic appreciation of what rabbinic exegesis has to offer. It will be interesting 
to see what transpires once Christian scholars have fully purged their anti-Jewish 
animosities and have attained fluency in rabbinics. Viewed from this angle, the Jew-
ish tendencies proposed here could be transitional. 
 30. S. D. Fraade, “Interpreting Midrash 2: Midrash and its Literary Contexts,” 
Prooftexts 7 (1987): 290–300 (291). See also idem, “Comparative Midrash Revisited:
The Case of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Rabbinic Midrash,” in Agendas for the Study 
of Midrash in the Twenty-first Century (ed. M. L. Raphael; Williamsburg: College of 
William and Mary, 1999), 4–17. 
 31. See M. Gillis, “Midrash and the Narrative Mode of Thought: Some Impli-
cations for Teaching Bible and Midrash,” Bulletin of the Melton Center for Jewish 
Education (March 2001), n.p., who makes an explicit case for the study of Midrash 
as part of the Bible curriculum.  
 32. See the excellent discussions in G. Hartman and S. Budick, eds., Midrash 
and Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986). 
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purport to be classical Midrash. Nevertheless, her use of the term mid-
rash itself reveals the desire for a relationship with one stream of Jewish 
tradition.33

IV. The Quest for Pluriformity34

The Jewish quest for textual pluriformity has been fuelled by the Protes-
tant quest for historiographic harmonization and a theological “Mitte.”
Jon D. Levenson, who has criticized this Protestant endeavor in theoreti-
cal terms, has also offered an exegetical counter-example in Creation 
and the Persistence of Evil. This book forwards a theology of human co-
responsibility with God, relying heavily on the claim that Gen 1 does not 
exhaust the biblical view of creation.35 Contrary to the impression given 
by that majestic opening, the Bible is full of images of God’s striving to 
neutralize, stymie, and channel the forces of evil. Our human task, once 
accomplished in the Tabernacle and the Temple, now accomplished 
principally through the medium of Sabbath-observance, is to aid God in 
this necessary divine–human task. This is not the place to evaluate Leven-
son’s theodicy or his Neo-Traditional Judaism. Let me simply point out: 
one, Levenson draws his more complex picture of biblical creation from 
material embedded in the Psalter and Wisdom literature, two genres 
often ignored by those German Protestants locating the Old Testament 
“Mitte”; and two, his readings of the Bible often anticipate rabbinic 
doctrines such as the tension between yetzer tov and yetzer ha’ra.
 Pluriformity in the biblical text implies multiple voices. In Counter-
traditions in the Bible, Ilana Pardes rejects Phyllis Trible’s famous 
reading of Gen 2–3, which insists that centuries of expositors read male 
superiority into an egalitarian, if not a feminist text.36 Drawing on Lacan 
and Bakhtin, Pardes hears several contending voices in the biblical texts. 
Despite acknowledging her debt to Mieke Bal, Pardes criticizes her 

 33. On the marketing of “midrash” it may be observed that contemporary re-
tellings of the Bible never advertise themselves as modern “pesharim” or “re-written 
Scriptures,” although those terms are widely used to describe Second Temple litera-
ture. Why not? The answer seems obvious: these were Judaic dead-ends; midrash 
was not. 
 34. By pluriform or polyvalent, I mean both the multiple meanings contained in 
any particular text and also the enormous diversity of genres within Tanakh.  
 35. J. D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil (San Francisco: Harper 
& Row, 1988). 
 36. See N. Fuchs-Kreimer, “Feminism and Scriptural Interpretation,” Journal 
of Ecumenical Studies 20 (1983): 540, whose characterization of Trible’s technique 
better applies to Pardes. 



 LEVENSON  The Rise of Modern Jewish Bible Studies 175 

1

attempt to read the Bible like any other text. Pardes unsympathetically 
cites Bal’s claim, “It [the Bible’s message] can be an issue only for those 
who attribute moral, religious or political authority to these texts, which 
is precisely the opposite of what I am interested in.”37 Pardes thus carves 
out a middle-ground between Trible’s Protestant insistence on finding an 
unambiguous teaching, and Bal’s dismissal of the Bible as a text worthy 
of veneration.  
 Pardes challenges the traditional Christian “ending” of the Eden cycle, 
to which Bal also succumbs. Pardes re-reads the story in light of Hava’s 
naming-speeches in Gen 3–4. The careful scrutiny of baby-naming for-
mulae, and the awareness that the traditional parsha does not break at 
Gen 3 but rather at Gen 6:8, all constitute elements in her reading that 
may be considered typically Jewish. The traditional rabbinic interests in 
genealogy, family dynamics, and procreation—lesser themes in Christian 
tradition—have not been slavishly adopted: they have been leavened by 
the application of modern critical perspectives such as gender studies.38

Pardes takes Hava’s role as procreator and hence as co-creator with God 
seriously, but does not fall into the trap of taking the text as a whole as 
feminist or gender-neutral (which Trible does). Unwilling to throw the 
baby out with the bath-water, most Jewish interpreters find “counter-
traditions” (Pardes’ term) within the corpus of biblical literature they can 
live with rather than abandon the biblical canon altogether. This approach
may be summarized as follows: the Bible as well as the Talmud preserve 
minority opinions—you just have to look harder.39

V. The Priority of “R”

For Moshe Greenberg, the commitment to “R” centers the translator-
commentator in the covenantal community. Contrasting the differing 
approaches employed in the New English Bible (NEB) translations and 
commentaries to Deuteronomy and Luke, respectively, Greenberg 
identifies two fundamentally different approaches to the text: 

Let us compare these two approaches to the study and translation of the 
Bible with one another. The former [NEB Deuteronomy] sees Scripture as 
a field on which to parade expert knowledge. Scripture is damaged wares 
requiring the treatment of experts to restore it to its pristine wholeness; 

 37. M. Bal, Lethal Love (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987). See 
I. Pardes’ discussion of Bal in Countertraditions in the Bible (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press), 26–33. 
 38. D. Steinmetz, From Father to Son (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1991); 
N. Steinberg, Kinship and Marriage (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).  
 39. Pardes, Countertraditions in the Bible.
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stress is put on the remove of the present text from its sources… There is 
no sign of a sense of responsibility to any community, nor to any tradition
other than that of academic scholarship. 
 The second approach may be described as a mission—to uncover the 
wealth of meaning in Scripture, Scripture itself being perceived as a trove 
of secrets whose treasures can be ferreted out only by patient searching.40

Aside from demonstrating the great facility displayed by Christians in 
traversing the distance from the Church to the academy, Greenberg calls 
for a Jewish Bible scholarship that would emulate the values implicit in 
the NEB Luke: scholarly humility, respect for the text, and responsibility 
to the covenantal community. Greenberg’s argument, seconded by Uriel 
Simon, animates the collection of essays entitled The Scriptures and Us,
a program for Bible study in Israel well-evidenced in the recent Mikra 
L’am series.41

 Rosenzweig’s famous dictum “For us, R is Rabbenu” encapsulates the 
embrace of “R” found in much Jewish Bible scholarship. For all their 
heterodoxies, Buber and Rosenzweig privileged the Redacted text over 
an atomized text, insisting that God’s Word was recoverable in Law, 
Prophecy, History, and Psalms alike. Typically, Sarna’s Understanding 
Genesis submerges the composite nature of Creation and Flood narra-
tives by expounding the kerygma of the redacted text, contrasting it at 
every point with ancient Near Eastern analogues. Thus Sarna assumes 
the role of biblical historian, conceals his role as Jewish theologian, and 
makes “R” the starting point for all interpretive endeavors.42

 The attempt to champion a holistic, synthetic picture of the Bible is 
not a specifically Jewish scholarly endeavor, nor is source criticism an 
exclusively Protestant one. From E. A. Speiser to Richard Eliot Fried-
man, one can identify Jewish Bible scholars who practice source criticism
with gusto. Conversely, the canonical approach to Scripture, pioneered 
by Brevard Childs, James Sanders, and other Protestant scholars, also 
direct the reader to the Redacted text. Yet I maintain that Jews have been 
drawn to “R” disproportionately. Even Friedman’s popular updating of 

 40. M. Greenberg, “Can Modern Critical Jewish Scholarship have a Jewish Char-
acter?” in Proceedings of the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies (Jerusalem: 
World Union of Jewish Studies, 1983), 95–98 (Hebrew). Reprinted in M. Greenberg, 
Studies on the Bible and Jewish Thought (Scholars of Distinction 6; Philadelphia: 
Jewsih Publication Society, 1995). 
 41. U. Simon, ed., The Bible and Us (Tel Aviv: Devir, 1979 [Hebrew]).  
 42. For A. Cooper (“Reading the Bible Critically and Otherwise”) the choice is a 
stark one: an essentially literary approach (which implies a focus on “R”) or an 
essentially historical-excavative one (which implies a quest for the “original” texts). 
Cooper, not surprisingly, prefers the first posture. 
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the Documentary Hypothesis, Who Wrote the Bible?, concludes, “In a 
very real way, the Bible is greater than the individuals who wrote it,” and 
“The question is, after all, not only who wrote the Bible, but who reads 
it.” Friedman promises that honest dialogue with the biblical text need 
not paralyze the reader—a neo-Buberian position.43

 The embrace of “R” has been supported by the rise of literary criti-
cism.44 Erich Auerbach (1892–1957), a German Jew who fled to Turkey 
during the Second World War before landing safely at Yale University, 
sought to bolster a twentieth-century Western tradition tottering under 
the pressures of (neo-paganism). Auerbach’s Mimesis (1953) offered the 
Bible as the heart of an augmented literary-secular canon.45 He did this 
partly by showing the abiding influence of the Bible in subsequent 
literature, and partly by arguing for the superiority of the Bible to Homer 
(real paganism) in terms of depth, humanity, and interpretive potential. 
The final paragraph of this essay makes the connection between a literary 
approach and “R”: 

Since we are using two styles, the Homeric and the Old Testament [sic] as 
starting points, we have taken them as finished products, as they appear in 
the texts; we have disregarded everything that pertains to their origins, and 
thus have left untouched the question whether their peculiarities are there 
from the beginning or are to be referred wholly or in part to foreign influ-
ences. Within the limits of our purpose, a consideration of this question is 
not necessary; for it is in their full development, which they reached in 
early times, that the two styles exercised their determining influence upon 
the representation of reality in European literature.46

 43. R. E. Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987),
contends that each strand of authorship represents a legitimate “take” on reality—the 
multiple truths to be found in the text and in reality help explain how the Bible has 
communicated meaning across the generations. Friedman also cites a Christian 
(Andreas van Mies) and a Jewish (Joseph ben Eliezer Bonfils) exegete to mitigate 
the de-sacralizing effect of his source-critical approach. Whether this final chapter 
really flows from Friedman’s book is another question, but it does point to a creative 
tension in Friedman’s varied opera, which include both source-critical approaches 
and a Commentary on the Torah (San Francisco: HarperCollins World, 2001).  
 44. The modern literary approach is also more conducive to rabbinic readings, 
which are literary in nature, than the older historical approach. Additionally, the mod-
ern literary approach almost always makes “R” the starting point, for, as Auerbach 
noted, only as the received text did the Bible make its way in the post-biblical world. 
 45. V. Lambropoulos, The Rise of Eurocentrism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1993), 3–16, has justifiably lodged a complaint against Auerbach’s 
reversion to Matthew Arnold’s invidious distinction of “Hebraic” and “Hellenic.” 
 46. E. Auerbach, “Odysseus’ Scar,” in his Mimesis (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1953). Auerbach’s essay, not coincidentally, is part of the “Meah” 
curriculum, a national Jewish adult education initiative.  
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Following Auerbach’s lead, Robert Alter, Meir Sternberg, and Robert 
Polzin insist that the Bible expresses its religious value through its liter-
ary artistry. Alter’s ideology includes an apotheosis of “R,” a reducing of 
the existential distance between reader and text, and a dismissive attitude 
toward the value of reading the component pieces on their own. “Thus, in 
Speiser’s commentary it is not Jacob and Esau, but E, J, and P who 
become the subject of investigation. In this way the text is held at a 
distance for inspection, and any voice that might speak from its imagined 
situation to our actual one is in effect suppressed.” Alter, Sternberg and 
Polzin reject a scholarly tradition which presumes, as Alter pungently 
puts it, “the more atomistic, the more scientific.”47

VI. Conclusions

Much more research would need to be done in this area to confirm or 
refute the generalizations attempted here. The three most important 
centers of modern Bible study—Imperial and Weimar Germany, Pales-
tine–Israel, and contemporary America—would each yield considerable 
data touching on the questions raised here. Tentatively, I have tried to 
identify some of the Tendenzen seemingly at play in modern Jewish 
Bible study: predilections toward polemics, parshanut, pluriformity, and 
the priority of “R.” I have tried to indicate external and internal forces 
and to resist essentialism. I have tried to argue that modern Jewish Bible 
scholarship is more than the application of traditional perspectives in a 
new context: the enterprise is a constructed one, consciously and uncon-
sciously. To sum up: modernity, belatedly, opened the doors of the acad-
emy to Jews. Postmodernity has validated the integration of communal 
commitments, traditional perspectives, and modern methods. For those 
of us who believe both that “Torah speaks in the language of human 
beings” and also “Turn it, turn it, for everything is contained within,” this 
scholarship constitutes an encouraging development for academics and 
amcha alike. 

 47. R. Alter, The World of Biblical Literature (London: SPCK, 1992), 206 
(italics in the original); see also 191–210, passim. 
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WHY JEWS TRANSLATE THE BIBLE*

Frederick E. Greenspahn 

Jewish tradition has long stressed the original Hebrew form of the Bible 
as that which is to be preserved, studied, and read during worship. As 
Franz Rosenzweig noted, “The German…can and will read the Bible in 
German…the Jew can understand it only in Hebrew.”1 Solomon Grayzel 
put it more bluntly: “For us Jews the sacred text is the Hebrew. No 
translation can replace it. If we do not try to study and read the Hebrew, 
we sin against our past and our future, against Israel and God.”2

 This view is not a modern invention. A scholion to Megillat Ta’anit
proclaims the eighth of Tevet a fast day because on that date “in the time 
of King Ptolemy the Torah was written in Greek and darkness came over 
the world for three days.”3 Rabbinic sources saw the Greek translation of 
the Bible as a tragedy and taught that translations do not enjoy the same 

 * I am grateful to Professors Isaac Kalimi and Peter Haas for giving me the 
opportunity to discuss the material treated in this article and for including it in the 
present volume. 
 1. F. Rosenzweig, Kleinere Schriften (Berlin: Schocken, Jüdischer Buchverlag, 
1937), 57–58: “Der Deutsche… kann und wird die Bibel deutsch… lesen; der Jude 
kann sie einzig hebräisch verstehen.” In 1921, he went further, writing in a letter to 
G. Scholem that “the uncomprehended Hebrew gives…more than the finest trans-
lation” (N. N. Glatzer, Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and Thought [2d ed.; New York: 
Schocken, 1953], 101–2). Scholem was himself aware of the irony of his involve-
ment in producing a Bible translation, explaining that, “Only one who is profoundly 
convinced of the impossibility of translation can really undertake it” (ibid., 100, 
from W. W. Hallo, “Notes on Translation,” EI 16 [1982]: 99*–105* [100*]). 
 2. S. Grayzel, “The Bible and I—A Translator Reflects,” Sh’ma 7/123 (Decem-
ber 10, 1976): 19; cf. Martin Buber’s reference to the Bible as µgrwtm wnya  rpsh 
(arqm l  wkrd [Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1964], 346; the original German version 
of the essay, which is unpublished, was written in 1938). David Rosenberg is said to 
have considered the phrase “Hebrew Bible” to be “about as meaningless to Jews as 
the phrase English Shakespeare” (B. L. Visotzky, Reading the Book: Making the 
Bible a Timeless Text [New York: Doubleday, 1991], 24). 
 3. A. Neubauer, Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles and Chronological Notes (2 vols.; 
Oxford: Clarendon, 1895), 2:24.  
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level of sanctity as the original.4 A famous passage in the Talmud states 
that “Whoever translates a verse literally is a liar, but whoever adds to it 
is a blasphemer (hz yrh wyl[ ¹yswmhw yadb hz yrh wtrwxk qwsp µgrtmh 
¹dgmw ¹rjm).”5 Following this tradition, Na manides insisted that “holy 
books may only be written in the holy language, not in any dialect or 
other language (al lba dwqh ÷w lb ala dwqh yrps bwtkl wryth al
trja ÷w lbw hp  yg[lb).”6

 This position rests partly on practical considerations. As Soferim 1:7 
notes, “the Torah cannot be translated adequately (hkrx lk).”7 Centuries 
earlier, the grandson of Jesus ben Sirah had introduced his rendering of 
Ecclesiasticus with the observation that “words spoken originally in 
Hebrew are not as effective when they are translated into another lan-
guage. That is true not only of this book, but of the Law itself, the 
Prophets, and the rest of the books, which differ no little when they are 
read in the original.”8 Nearly two thousand years later this view was 
echoed by Peretz Smolenskin, who commented that “Holy Scriptures in 
translation are like a rose whose beauty has vanished and whose smell 
has changed (hjyr rmnw ht[py hplj r a hn w k).”9 Or, in the words of 
Moses Mendelssohn, himself a translator of note: “Why would anyone 
dig broken cisterns if he can draw from a pool of living water ([wdm
?µyyj µym rabm twldl ya lwky µa µyrb n twrwb wl bxjy)?”10

 4. M. Meg. 2:9; b. Shab. 115a; b. Meg. 8b–9a (cf. m. Meg. 2:1). According to 
Moshe Sofer, “When the Torah was translated into Greek, the Jews began to taste 
the flavor of peshuto shel mikra… And from then on heresy began to sparkle” 
(Derashot He- atam Sofer, 204, as quoted in D. W. Halivni, Peshat and Derash, 
Plain and Applied Meaning in Rabbinic Exegesis [New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1991], 186 n. 25). 
 5. B. Qidd. 49a; cf. t. Meg. 4(3):41. Note the Italian saying, “traduttore, traditore.”
 6. I. Zinberg, Die Geschichte von der Literatur bei Yidden (New York: Farlag 
Moshe Shmuel Sklarsky, 1943), 6:30. 
 7. Note the additional words tynwwy ala in y. Meg. 1:13, 71c. 
 8. Contrast Philo’s statement that Greek and Hebrew are “sisters, one and the 
same, both in matter and words” (De Vita Mosis 2:37–40); Moshe Sofer held that “it 
is impossible to render a truthful (fully adequate) translation” (÷pwa µw b r pa ya
arwqh tnwwk twf pb tmah ÷wwkl, Eleh Dibre Ha-Berit [Altona, 1819; repr. Westmead, 
England: Gregg, 1969], 37). 
 9. N. Peniel, ÷yqsnlwms Årp l  wtryxyb yrb[h ûwnyjh (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1957), 160; 
a similar spirit is evident in H. N. Bialik’s statement, twdhyh ta rykm  ym”
“tjpfmh ûrd wma ta q nm wlak awh yrh hmgrtb (“÷w lw hmwa l[” in hp l[b  µyrbd
[Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1935], 1:16); I am grateful to David Aberbach and Arnold Band for 
helping me locate this statement. 
 10. hbytnl rwa, Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, vol. 14 (Stuttgart-Bad 
Cannstatt: Friedrich Frommann Verlag Günther Holzboog, 1972), 232. 
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 Despite these reservations, Jews have produced translations of both 
the entire Bible and of individual books or groups of books in a remark-
able array of languages. The Talmud itself mentions renderings in Greek, 
Aramaic, Egyptian, Median, Elamite, and Iberian,11 while Jewish versions
of either all or parts of the Bible are also known in Arabic, Aramaic, 
Dutch, English, French, German, Georgian, Greek, Hungarian, Italian, 
Persian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish, Tatar, and Yiddish. As Great 
Britain’s then Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz noted, “the history of Jewish 
Bible translations would summarize the history of the Jews.”12 It is parti-
cularly striking to note those languages in which there are several Jewish 
translations. These include Greek, Aramaic, Yiddish/German, and Eng-
lish, which constitute the major centers of diaspora Jewish life, further 
illustrating the intimate connection between the history of Jewish Bible 
translation and of the Jews. Plainly, the instinct to produce translations of 
the Bible is deeply seated within the Jewish soul.  
 The rabbis place the beginnings of Bible translation within the biblical 
period itself, whether in the time of Joshua13 or, as most often, in the days 
of Ezra.14 Modern scholars agree, tracing the beginnings of the Septua-
gint, the oldest translation we possess, to the third pre-Christian century, 
in other words, before the latest book of the Bible (Daniel) had been 
completed. It thus appears that Jews were translating the Bible almost as 
soon as it was compiled. 
 Remarkably, Jewish tradition has not merely tolerated translations, but 
on occasion accorded them a degree of authority approaching that of the 
Hebrew. According to Joseph Hertz, “translations of the Bible share in 
the sacredness of the Original.”15 The Mishnah stipulates that a targum 
can be saved from a burning building on the Sabbath, just like a Hebrew 

 11. B. Shab. 115a; b. Meg. 18a. tyrb[, here rendered “Iberian,” is sometimes 
emended to tybr[ (e.g. Ludwig Blau, “M. Friedman’s ‘Onkelos and Akylas,’ ” JQR 
9 [1897]: 728). 
 12. J. H. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” in his Sermons, 
Addresses and Studies (3 vols.; London: Soncino, 1936), 2:74; cf. “The New English 
Translation of the Bible,” American Jewish Yearbook 19 (1917–18): 161. 
 13. In fulfillment of Deut 27:8 (bfyh rab) as understood by, for example, Targ. 
Pseudo-Jonathan; cf. m. Sotah 7:5; t. Sotah 8:6; b. Sotah 32a; y. Sotah 7:5 (21d). 
 14. B. Ned. 37b; b. Meg. 3a; y. Meg. 4:1, 74d; Gen. Rab. 36:8. 
 15. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” 71; cf. F. Rosenzweig, 
The Star of Redemption (trans. W. W. Hallo; New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 
1971), 366: “The Bible must surely be the first book to be translated and then held 
equal to the original translation” (“Die Bibel ist wohl das erste Buch, der übsersetzt 
und dann in der Übersetzung dem Urtext gleichgeachtet würde,” Der Stern der 
Erlösung [2d ed.; Berlin: Schocken, 1930], 3:136). 
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Torah scroll.16 The gaon Sar Shalom regarded Targum Onkelos as holy 
(hz µwgrtk h wdq ÷hb ÷ya µymwgrt ra ),17 and Rashi traced its origins to 
Sinai.18 Even those who criticize individual renderings sometimes implic-
itly (if unintentionally) attribute higher authority to earlier ones, as in the 
case of an Orthodox rabbi, who repudiated the 1985 Jewish Publication 
Society (JPS) translation by stating that “No Torah scholar has ever 
recognized or will recognize any translation but the Targum and the 
Septuaginta as authentic.”19 The Sifre goes further when it states that the 
Torah was actually given in Hebrew, Latin, Arabic, and Aramaic,20 while 
the Talmud attributes the production of Bible translations to a scriptural 
mandate.21 In a similar spirit, rabbinic tradition asserts that the creators of 
the Targum to the prophetic books were guided by the prophets Haggai, 
Zechariah, and Malachi themselves,22 much as both Philo and Saadia 
ascribe prophetic inspiration to other ancient Bible translators.23 The 
Letter of Aristeas also describes the making of the Septuagint in a way 
that suggests divine inspiration,24 a position echoed by Franz Rosenzweig, 

 16. M. Shab. 16:1.
 17. “None of the other targums is as holy as this (Onkelos),” quoted from 
l”  hbw t yr[  in B. M. Lewin, rds yp l[ µhy wrypw lbb ynwag twbw t µynwag rxwa
dwmlth (Jerusalem: . Vagshgel, 1980), volume 5, Megilla, 29.  
 18. At b. Qidd. 49a. 
 19. Pinchas M. Teitz of the Union of Orthodox Rabbis, in a 1962 telegram in 
response to new JPS translation; cf. J. D. Sarna, JPS: The Americanization of Jewish 
Culture, A Centennial History of the Jewish Publication Society (Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1989), 243; this comment is ironic in light of 
the Jewish community’s discomfort with the Septuagint, which was never authorized 
by anyone, especially after it was accepted as Scripture by the Christian community. 
Gilbert Klaperman spoke of the Targum as the only authorized version (“In the Light 
of Tradition,” Jewish Life 30 [May–June 1963]: 37). These comments are reminis-
cent of one-time Fundamentalist attitudes toward the Authorized Version (cf. James 
Barr, Fundamentalism [London: SCM Press, 1977], 209–11).
 20. Sifre Deut 343; cf. Exod. Rab. 5:9 and 28:6. 
 21. B. Meg. 3a; Gen. Rab. 36:12; cf. Targ. Neof. to Deut 27:8 ( rpmw qyqj bytk
÷ l µy[b b µgrtw arqtmw tway).
 22. B. Meg. 3a; cf. Sar Shalom’s comment, lwdg ÷yn[  µynwmdq ’ymkj ypm wn[m w”
“wdy l[ µwgrth h [n  l[ rgh swlqnwab h”bqh h [. µynwag rxwa, volume 5, Megillah,
29). 
 23. Philo, De Vita Mosis 2:36–40 §140 (LCL 6:466–69), and Saadia Gaon, The 
Book of Beliefs and Opinions 2:9 (ed. S. Rosenblatt; New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1948), 115. 
 24. §307 (“As if…by some deliberate design”) and §310; this view is more 
explicit in other versions of this tradition, such as those of Philo (De Vita Mosis
2:7 §§37–38 [LCL 6:466–69]) and various church fathers, e.g., Irenaeus, Contra
Haereses 3:21 (PG 7:947–48), Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 1:22 (PG 8:391–94),
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who claimed that “revelation first came to be at home in the world only 
in the Septuagint.”25

 Translators themselves implicitly claim divine inspiration when they 
present their work as being the books which they, in fact, merely repre-
sent. Rosenzweig acknowledged as much when, speaking of his own 
German version of the Bible, he said, “the translator, the one who hears 
and transmits, knows himself equal to the One who first spoke and 
received the word.”26 His partner Martin Buber described the decision to 
produce a translation in language that recalls prophetic accounts of a 
divine call: 

Once with a light keel Ich bin einst mit leichtem Kiele 
I shipped out to the land of legends Ums Land der Legendegeschifft, 
Through the storm of deeds and play, Durch Sturm der Taten und spiele, 
With my gaze fixed on the goal Unlässig den Blick nach dem Ziele 
And in my blood the beguiling poison Und im blut das berückende Gift— 
Then one descended to me Da ist einer auf mich niedergefahren, 
Who seized me by the hair Der fasste mich an den Haaren 
And spoke: Now render the Scriptures! Und sprach: Nun stelle die Schrift!27

The creation of Jewish Bible translations is often attributed to the loss of 
Hebrew facility,28 a position sometimes hedged with claims that it is only 
women and children who do not know enough Hebrew to understand the 
original.29 Thus Rashi writes that the Targum was necessary for “women 

Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 4:34 (PG 33:497–98), and Augustine, City of God
18:42–43 (LCL 6:28–35). B. Meg. 9a has a similar story regarding the Hebrew text. 
 25. “Erst in der Septuaginta ist die Offenbarung ganz heimisch in der Welt 
geworden,” letter to Rudolf Ehrenberg, October 1, 1917 (F. Rosenzweig, Briefe
[Berlin: Schocken Verlag, 1935], 247). 
 26. “[D]er Übersetzende, der Vernehmende und Weitergebende, sich dem Ersten, 
der das Wort sprach und empfing gleich Weiß,” Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemp-
tion, 366, from Der Stern der Erlösung, 3:136; cf. George Steiner’s statement that 
“every translation is a messianic act which brings redemption nearer” (After Babel, 
Aspects of Language and Translation [New York: Oxford University Press, 1975], 
244).  
 27. “Confession of the Author (Bekenntnis des Schriftstellers),” in A Believing 
Humanism, My Testament, 1902–1965 (trans. M. Friedman; New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1967), 32–33. 
 28. The roots of this view lie in antiquity; cf. Origen’s Epistle to Africanus §2 
(PG 11:52). On the neglect of Hebrew as a trope in Jewish life and history, with 
roots in the biblical period itself (cf. Neh 13:24), see A. S. Halkin, “The Medieval 
Jewish Attitude Toward Hebrew,” in Biblical and Other Studies (ed. A. Altmann; 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963), 235–37. 
 29. E.g. M. Weinreich, History of the Yiddish Language (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980), 276–77. Jacob Chai Recanati mentions that sermons at the 
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and the uneducated who do not understand the Holy Tongue,”30 while 
Soferim describes the translation of Lamentations as necessary “so that 
the rest of the people, the women and the children, may understand it.”31

A fourteenth century source reports that, “on the seventh day of Passover 
and the first day of Sukkot in many places they used to translate the entire
portion so that women and uneducated people could understand the 
wonders and miracles and to make them intelligible so that they would 
give thanks to God for them” (trx[ l  ÷w arh µwybw jsp l  y[yb b wghnw
µysynh Årah ym[lw µy nl ÷ybhl ydk h rph lk µgrtl twmwqm hbrhb 
rbdh l[ hadwh µ l wntyw µnza ûk lw twalpnhw).32 In that spirit, both 
Saadia and Mendelssohn justified their renderings as intended for 
children,33 as did a modern Greek version.34

 This theme is particularly common in descriptions of Yiddish render-
ings, as when the sixteenth-century printer Isaac ben Aaron of Prossnitz 
proposed to publish a translation of the complete Bible so that “women 
and children might be able to read without the help of a teacher.”35 In this 

Verona synagogue were delivered in Italian “in order that the women, children, and 
other people, who do not understand Hebrew, may listen and learn” (A. Guttmann, 
The Struggle Over Reform in Rabbinic Literature During the Last Century and a 
Half [New York: The World Union of Progressive Judaism, 1977], 182–83). Moses 
Büdiger believed his 1823 Kleine Bibel, though intended for girls, would also bene-
fit boys who had focused on commerce (Ruth B. Bottigheimer, “Moses Mordechai 
Büdiger’s Kleine Bibel [1823] and Vernacular Jewish Children’s Bibles,” Jewish 
Social Studies NS 1 [Spring 1995]: 84). At the Frankfort Conference of 1845, Samuel 
Holdheim advocated reading selections from the Bible in the vernacular for the 
benefit of women (D. Philipson, The Reform Movement in Judaism [rev. ed.; New 
York: Macmillan, 1931], 173).  
 30. At b. Meg. 21b; cf. the Tosafot at b. Ber. 8b (Årah ym[l rpm µwgrth). 
 31. Soferim 18:4. 
 32. A. ha-Kohen, µyyj twjrwa, as quoted in Zinberg, Die Geschichte von der 
Litteratur bei Yidden, 6:119. 
 33. Y. Qafi , Peirush Rabbenu Saadia Gaon al ha-Torah (rev. ed.; Jerusalem: 
Mosad haRav Kook, 1984), 11; Moses Mendelssohn wanted to publish his trans-
lation lar y (ynb) ydly tl[wtl (letter to Avigdor Levi, May 25, 1779, Gesammelte 
Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, vol. 19, 251–52 and hbytnl rwa in Gesammelte 
Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, vol. 14, 243; cf. his comment in a letter to August 
Hennings (June 29, 1779) (Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, vol. 12:2, 149). 
 34. M. L. Margolis, The Story of Bible Translations (Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society of America, 1943), 43. 
 35. “[D]amit jede Frau auch ohne Beihülfe eines Lehrers, auch die Armen, die 
keinen ausreichended Unterricht geniessen konnten, sich mit dem Inhalte der Bibel 
bekannt machen könne,” F. Perles, “Bibliographische Mittheilungen aus München,” 
MGWJ 25 (1876): 353. Michael Adam justified his version as “daß nun ein iklicher 
ba’al ha-bajith der nur deutsch leien kan, seine kinder selber mag lernen…daß die 
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same period, the publisher of Elijah Levita’s 1545 Yiddish translation of 
Psalms expressed a similar hope in addressing that version to “den 
fromen ba uroth un’ den ba’ale battim di do nit haben zeit gehat zu 
lernen.”36

 The best-known example of this view is the Teytsh umesh, which 
went through hundreds of editions and has even been translated into 
English and Hebrew.37 Although its stated purpose was “so that all the 
people of the land, both small and great, might themselves know and 
understand how to read all of the twenty-four books…so that a person 
will not have to seek an exposition or interpretation…and can study them 
himself,” it came to be thought of as “the women’s Torah” and was even 
given the name Tsene Ure’ene (“Come out and see”), a pair of feminine 
imperatives taken from the Song of Songs (3:11).38

 The assertion that these translations are evidence of and adjustments 
to Jewish assimilation, though recurrent over a period of centuries, has 
been said more often than proven.39 The fact is that whatever their 
linguistic limitations, Jews have continued to read the Bible in Hebrew, 
if only for liturgical purposes, suggesting that the reality may be more 
complex, as does the fact that many versions have been published in 

selbige frauen un junk frauen ir kurzwel haben mögen.” Cf. N. Seidman, A Marriage 
Made in Heaven: The Sexual Politics of Hebrew and Yiddish (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997), 3, with an example from as early as 1534 (140 n. 6). Note 
Sholom Aleichem’s epitaph, “a yid, a posheten, Geshribn yidish-taytsh for vayber (a 
simple Jew who wrote Yiddish-Taytsh for women),” N. Seidman, A Marriage Made 
in Heaven, 13. 
 36. Cornelius Adelkind as quoted in W. Staerck and A. Leitzmann, Die Jüdisch-
Deutschen Bibelübersetzungen von der Anfängen bis zum Ausgang des 18. Jahr-
hunderts (Frankfurt a.M.: J. Kauffmann, 1923), 150; cf. 128. 
 37. S. Ben-Chorin, “Jüdische Bibelübersetzungen in Deutschland,” Leo Baeck 
Institute Yearbook 4 (1959): 311; H. Minkoff and E. B. Melamed, “Was the First 
Feminist Bible in Yiddish?” Moment 16 (June 1991): 28. The Pentateuch was ren-
dered into English by M. S. Zarkon (Brooklyn: Mesorah, 1983–84), by which time 
Genesis had already been translated into English by Y. Hurvits (Tseene uReene
[Philadelphia: Dropsie College, 1985]) and Exodus by N. C. Gore (Tzeenah u-
Reenah: A Jewish Commentary on the Book of Exodus [New York: Vantage, 1965]). 
A Hebrew version of Genesis was produced by M. M. Kozak (Tze’enah U-re’enah
[Jerusalem: Mechon ha-Ma’or, 1974]). 
 38. I. Zinberg, A History of Jewish Literature, 7:130f.; cf. Minkoff and 
Melamed, “Was the First Feminist Bible in Yiddish?” 33. Richard Gottheil attributes 
the title to a printer’s error (“Bible Translations,” JewEnc, 2:191). 
 39. Cf. S. D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and Multi-
lingualism in the Jewish Galilee of the Third–Sixth Centuries,” in The Galilee in 
Late Antiquity (ed. L. I. Levine; New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of 
America, 1992), 258 n. 10. 
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Hebrew characters.40 Moreover, some translations have been produced 
in and used by communities which did not need and, on occasion, could 
not even understand them. For example, the classic Yiddish rendering by 
the poet Yehoash (Solomon Bloomgarden) was made in the United 
States, while copies of both the Septuagint and various targumim have 
been found at Qumran.41 Several modern translations have also been 
produced in Israel, including some in Georgian and Amharic,42 as well as 
an English rendering by Harold Fisch and the final stages of the German 
versions of Harry Torczyner and Martin Buber–Franz Rosenzweig. Given
that the German-speaking Jewish community for which these latter 
versions were originally intended had been destroyed well before they 
were completed, they can hardly be described as efforts to make the Bible 
comprehensible. Rather, they were acts of defiance, as one observer put it, 
“a spiritual anachronism and phenomenal tour de force…a tombstone 
erected over the grave of the erstwhile German Jewish community.”43

 Jewish versions of the Bible often presuppose knowledge of Hebrew.44

Some actually incorporate Hebrew terms into their renderings, while 
others, such as the ancient Greek version of Aquila and the various 

 40. Many Jewish translations of the Bible, including Saadia’s Arabic version, the 
Spanish Ferrara Bible, and Mendelssohn’s German translation (except for the book 
of Psalms) were produced, at least initially, in Hebrew characters. Abraham ibn 
Ezra’s statement that Saadia translated the Bible into “Arabic language and script” 
(at Gen 2:11) does not correspond to the fact that all existing manuscripts of his 
translation, like virtually all of his other writings, are in Hebrew characters (Roman 
Ecker, Die Arabische Job-übersetzung des Gaon Saadja Ben Josef al-Fajjûmî, Ein 
Beitrag zur Geschichte der Alten Testaments [Munich: Kosel, 1962], vi).  
 41. Though R. Le Déaut observes, “if Hebrew was still a living language in 
Palestine, why were there Targums, like those of Qumran, like the ancestors of the 
Palestinian Targum?” (“The Current State of Targumic Studies,” BTB 4 [1974]: 28). 
 42. See G. Ben-Oren, “,hydb b ,hzwrgb tyzwrgl µynwrjah û”nth ymwgrt h wl
lar ybw,” Pe’amim 84 (2000): 84; the Amharic translation was produced for Ethiopi-
ans in Israel (Y, Sabar, “µksm rwayt -h dj tydwhy tymrab mwjh,” Pe’amim 83 
[2000]: 108–17). I am grateful to Seth Ward for drawing my attention to this 
material. 
 43. W. G. Plaut, German–Jewish Bible Translations: Linguistic Theology as a 
Political Phenomenon (The Leo Baeck Lecture 36, New York: Leo Baeck Institute, 
1992), 18–19. Gershom Scholem described the Buber–Rosenzweig version as “the 
tombstone of a relationship that was extinguished in unspeakable horror” and “a 
kind of Gastgeschenk which German Jewry gave to the German people, a symbolic 
act of gratitude upon departure” (“At the Completion of Buber’s Translation of the 
Bible,” in The Messianic Idea and Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality [New York: 
Schocken, 1971], 318). 
 44. For the evidence, see F. E. Greenspahn, “How Jews Translate the Bible,” 
Biblical Translation in Context (ed. F. W. Knobloch; Bethesda: University Press 
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Judeo-German renderings of the Middle Ages, follow Hebrew syntax 
more than acceptable German and Greek. More recently, the Buber–
Rosenzweig translation and Everett Fox’s English version consciously 
strive to replicate the sound of the Hebrew original.45 Clearly, these 
renderings are about something more than making the meaning of 
Scripture accessible. 
 Unlike their Christian counterparts, Jewish translations are not
intended to replace the Hebrew.46 Thus, the Talmud mandates that the 
Bible be translated at the same time that it is read,47 a requirement hon-
ored by Jewish communities, such as those from Yemen, where Targum 
Onkelos continued to be read, even though Aramaic was no longer 
spoken there.48 For Jewish tradition, translations are thus an integral part 

of Maryland, 2002), 46–52. Contrast Maimonides’ admonition that “the translator 
who proposes to render each word literally and adhere slavishly to the order of the 
words and sentences in the original, will meet much difficulty and the result will be 
doubtful and corrupt” (L. D. Stitskin, Letters of Maimonides [New York: Yeshiva 
University Press, 1977], 133).  
 45. See also E. L. Greenstein, “What Might Make a Bible Translation Jewish?” 
in Translation of Scripture: Proceedings of a Conference at the Annenberg Research 
Institute, May 15–16, 1989 (Philadelphia: Annenberg Research Institute, 1990), 89.  
 46. L. J. Greenspoon observes that “Jewish Bible translations, to a degree and in 
a manner not found outside of their number, are purposefully created to accompany, 
rather than to replace, the original and to lead the reader to that original in all its 
richness” (“Traditional Text, Contemporary Contexts: English Language Scriptures 
for Jews and the History of Bible Translating,” in Interpretation of the Bible: The 
International Symposium in Slovenia (ed. J. Krašovec; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1998], 573).  
 47. B. Ber. 8a; cf. m. Meg. 4:4. 
 48. A. van der Heide, The Yemenite Tradition of the Targum of Lamentations, 
Critical Text and Analysis of the Variant Readings (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 7 and 12. 
Yona Sabar notes that some contemporary communities use modern Aramaic instead 
(The Book of Genesis in Neo-Aramaic in the Dialect of the Jewish Community of 
Zakho [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1983], 25). In the tenth century, Judah ibn Quraish 
expressed concern that the Jews of Fez had stopped reading the Targum because 
they knew Hebrew (D. Becker, yrwq ÷b hdwhy l ’hlasr’h [Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv 
University, 1984], 117), in response to which Natronai stated that the targum was a 
requirement (J. Komlosh, The Bible in the Light of Its Targum [Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1973 
(Hebrew)], 34), a stance rejected by Moshe Sofer, who explained that Aramaic was 
no longer understood (tyrbh yrbd hla, 37). Joseph Karo permitted reading the 
commentary of Rashi instead (Shul an Aruch, Ora ayim 285). French and Italian 
translations were permitted in the Middle Ages (µhl  µwgrt µwqmb awh wnl  z[lh; cf. 
µl h fqlh ylb  rps by Z. b. R. Abraham [Buber], 29a §785, and M. Güdemann, 
Geschichte des Erziehungswesens und der Cultur der Abländischen Juden während 
des Mittelalters und der neueren Zeit [3 vols.; Vienna: Alfred Hölder, 1880], 1:269, 
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of the Bible, intended to accompany, rather than replace, the original. 
Plainly, they contain something it does not.  
 Speaking of an enigmatic verse in Zechariah, the Talmud attributes to 
R. Joseph the statement, “Were it not for the Targum, we should not 
know what it means (rmaq yam an[dy hwh al arq yahd amwgrt almla).”49

In other words, the Targum fills out Scripture, presenting what is not 
clear from its words alone. Thus, the rabbis understood the Targum as 
the clarification alluded to in the book of Nehemiah ( rwpm, 8:8).50 In this 
view, translations provide worshippers with the Bible’s meaning imme-
diately after they have heard what it says.51 In this, Jewish liturgical 
practice gives distinct but equal status to two conceptually separate 
facets of Scripture—its sound and its meaning.52

 Translations offer a way to present the Jewish view of Scripture 
without compromising the integrity of the original. In this way, they 
maintain the link between the Written and the Oral Torahs.53 They also 
make Jewish interpretations accessible to non-Jews, a function expressly 
acknowledged by many Jewish versions.54 Abu Huraya, a contemporary 
of Mohammad, reported that “the people of the book used to read the 
Torah in Hebrew and interpret it into Arabic to the followers of Islam.”55

hrwth yqwj ’s A VII). Natronai b. Hillai reports that some communities substituted 
the vernacular Arabic for the Targum (H. Peri, “µyynybhAymyb z[l-÷w lb fwyphw hlypth,” 
Tarbiz 24 [1954–55]: 430–31.) 
 49. B. Meg. 3a (regarding Zech 12:11); cf. b. Sanh. 94b; b. Mo’ed Qa an 28b, 
and Tosafot at b. Ned. 37b.
 50. Y. Meg. 4:1, 74d; b. Meg. 3a; b. Ned. 37b; Gen. Rab. 36:8. 
 51. J. Komlosh, “µyydwhy µyymra µymwgrt,” Encyclopedia Biblica, 8:753. 
 52. According to the Tur, “÷yn[h ÷yby  ala µwgrth tnwwk ÷ya,” Ora ayyim, 285. 
 53. Thus the targumim are not allowed to be written down because they are part 
of the Oral Torah (y. Meg. 4L1, 74d; cf. Pesikta Rabbati 5 [Friedman, 14a]; Tan .
[Buber] Vayera 6, 1:44a, and Rashi at b. Shab. 115a; b. Erub. 62a). 
 54. The Talmud interprets Noah’s blessing that Japheth “will dwell in the tents of 
Shem” (Gen 9:27) as a reference to Jews’ having made the Bible available in non-
Jewish languages (b. Meg. 9b; Gen. Rab. 36:8). Philo had earlier noted that so long 
as prophecy existed only in Hebrew, the content of the Bible “had not yet revealed 
their beauty to the rest of mankind” (De Vita Mosis 2:26 [LCL 6:462–63]). This 
spirit continues to the present day; at its 1982 annual meeting, Muriel Berman, 
president of the JPS, said with reference to the publication of its new translation 
of the Bible, “this is the year…when we presented to the world  a new translation 
of the Holy Scriptures” (American Jewish Yearbook 83 [1983]: 399 [emphasis 
added]). 
 55. Gottheil, “Bible Translations,” 188. Joseph ibn Abitur was asked for a trans-
lation of the Talmud; M. Steinschneider, “An Introduction to the Arabic Literature 
of the Jews, II,” JQR 12 (1900): 616. 
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Likewise, Moses Mendelssohn’s translation was intended “for Bible 
lovers of all religions.”56

 In part, this motivation grows out of the conviction that non-Jewish 
interpreters fail to take the insights of Jewish tradition into account. 
Following Cyrus Adler’s view that “Jews who are familiar with Hebrew 
from their childhood may be expected to have an intimate feeling for the 
niceties of Hebrew idiom—and are more apt for this reason to do justice 
to the genius of the Hebrew language,”57 the JPS justified its 1917 edition 
of the Bible with the anticipation that “the non-Jewish world, it is hoped, 
will welcome a translation that presents many passages from the Jewish 
traditional point of view.”58 That same motivation was present a half 
century later when the Society decided to produce a new version. As H. 
L. Ginsberg, who served on the committee that was responsible for the 
new rendering, observed, “Christian scholars, alas, did not find very 
much to learn in the Old JPS Translation. But signs are not wanting that 
they have every intention of profiting by the New JPS Translation.”59

 Emphasizing the credibility of Jews’ understanding of Scripture 
implicitly asserts the Bible’s Jewishness to Jews and non-Jews alike.60

Thus Harry Torczyner wanted his Berlin Bible to “replace Christian 
spirit with ancient Jewish values,”61 while Franz Rosenzweig spoke of 
his as an “un-Christian” Bible (diese allzu unchristliche Bibel)62 which 
sought to restore Scripture to the Jewish people. 
 Jewish distrust of Christian renderings has often been an important 
motivation in the production of Jewish versions.63 When in 1840 David 

 56. “Für Bibelfreunde aller Konfessionen und zunächst für Israeliten,” title page 
of 1815 (Frankel and Bok) edition of Moses Mendelssohn’s translation as cited by 
P. Sandler, wt[p hw wtwwhth ,wt[ysw ÷wsldnm h m l  hrwtl rwabh (Jerusalem: Rubin 
Mass, 1984), 188. 
 57. “The Bible Translation,” American Jewish Yearbook (1913–14): 117. 
 58. “Preface,” in The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic Text: A New 
Translation (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1917), vii. 
 59. H. L. Ginsberg, “The New Translation of the Torah—In the Path of True 
Scholarship,” Midstream 9 (June 1963): 83; see also M. Mendelssohn, hbytnl rwa,
in Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, 14:242–43. 
 60. Gershon Ben-Oren notes that Stockholm’s Institute for Bible Translation, 
which produces renderings for Christians living in the Soviet Union, includes many 
Israelis, although they generally avoid identifying themselves (“û”nth ymwgrt h wl ,” 
82–83).  
 61. Ben-Chorin, “Jüdische Bibelübersetzungen in Deutschland,” 324–25. 
 62. Letter to Eugen Mayer (December 30, 1925) in Franz Rosenzweig, Briefe, 552.
 63. Gershon Ben-Oren explains Georgian Jews’ desire for their own translation 
as due to the cross on the cover, the inclusion of the New Testament, and dialect 
differences from the existing (Christian) version (“û”nth ymwgrt h wl ,” 78). 
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A. de Sola, the hazzan of London’s Sephardic community, proposed the 
creation of a complete Jewish translation of the Bible into English, he 
explained: “Everywhere the Israelite feels the necessity to hear the word 
of God interpreted for him by a brother in faith.”64 In America, Isaac 
Leeser noted that “it would be a species of mental slavery to rely forever 
upon the arbitrary decrees of a deceased King of England, who certainly 
was no prophet, for the correct understanding of the Scriptures”;65 he, 
therefore, sought “to present to his fellow-Israelites an English version 
made by one of themselves.”66 Such a version would protect Jews against 
misinterpretations of the Bible, which tend “to assail Israel’s hope and 
faith,”67 since, in his view, Judaism does not require “the distortion of the 
Sacred text…although those who assisted in furnishing the common 
version may have been as honest as men writing for their sect are ever 
likely to be, [they still colored the work to] confirm their peculiar 
views.”68 The introduction to the 1917 JPS version makes a similar point 
when it notes that “The repeated efforts by Jews in the field of biblical 
translation show their sentiment towards translations prepared by other 
denominations.”69 As Solomon Schechter explained, the Jew needs “his 
own Bible, not one mortgaged by the King James version”;70 indeed, the 
Jew “cannot afford to have his Bible translation prepared for him by 
others. He cannot have it as a gift, even as he cannot borrow his soul 
from others.”71 Nearly a century later, the guidelines for the 1985 JPS 
version warned that “it would be a shame and a disservice to Jewish 
Bible readers for them to be referred to exclusively or particularly 
Christian translations for knowledge of the Hebrew Scripture.”72

 64. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” 78. 
 65. Preface to 1856 revised edition, as quoted by H. Orlinsky and R. G. Bratcher, 
A History of Bible Translation and the North American Contribution (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1991), 138 n. 203. 
 66. I. Leeser, The Twenty-Four Books of the Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: n.p., 
1853), Preface, iii. 
 67. Ibid., iii. 
 68. Preface to µyhla trwt, The Law of God (Philadelphia: C. Sherman, 1844–45), 
as quoted in M. Tsevat, “A Retrospective View of Isaac Leeser’s Biblical Work,” in 
Essays in American Jewish History (ed. J. R. Marcus; Cincinnati: American Jewish 
Archives, 1958), 295–313 (301). 
 69. The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic Text, A New Translation
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1917), “Preface,” vii–viii. 
 70. The American Jewish Yearbook 5674 (1913–14): 173. 
 71. The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic Text, vii–viii. 
 72. Grayzel, “The Bible and I,” 17; cf. H. L. Ginsberg’s observation that Jews 
were beginning to prefer the RSV over the JPS (“The New Translation of the Torah,” 
80). 
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 Nineteenth-century Jews demonstrated their view of the reliability of 
Christian translations by compiling annotations to the King James 
version.73 The first of these was authored by Solomon Bennet in 1834.74

Five years later Selig Newman published “Emendations of the Author-
ized Version of the Old Testament,” which explicitly claims “to point out 
and correct the mistranslations which exist in the authorized version of 
the Old Testament…[and] to make known to Bible-readers generally, the 
opinion[s] of the learned Jewish commentators, both medieval and 
modern.”75 Shortly thereafter, Benjamin Marcus produced a similar work 
called Mykur Hayem,76 and in 1896 London’s Jewish Religious Educa-
tion Board published an “Appendix to the Revised Version,” which 
contained “such alterations in the text of the Revised Version as shall be 
deemed necessary with a view to placing that work in the hands of 
members of the Jewish Faith.”77 The Central Conference of American 
Rabbis had planned to append a similar list to its projected Jewish edi-
tion of the Revised Version, but ultimately decided to support the JPS’s 
effort to produce a complete translation.78

 This attitude explains why several Jewish translations have been 
produced despite the availability of Christian versions. For example, 
Mendelssohn published his translation despite the near-canonical status 

 73. Paul Gutjahr notes similar works that were compiled by nineteenth-century 
Catholics (An American Bible: A History of the Good Book in the United States, 
1777–1880 [Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1999], 129). 
 74. “Critical Remarks on the Authorised Version of the Old Testament, contain-
ing some examples of its errors,” as cited by Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible 
in English,” 76. 
 75. L. J. Greenspoon, “From the Septuagint to the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion: A Brief Account of Jewish Involvement in Bible Translating and Translations,” 
in The Solomon Goldman Lectures, vol. 6 (ed. M. I. Gruber; Chicago: The Spertus 
College of Judaica Press, 1993), 32. In his introduction, Newman explains the work 
as an effort “to redeem a pledge I have frequently given my numerous and pious 
Christian pupils” (p. iii).  
 76. Note its subtitle: “Mistranslations and Difficult Passages of the Old Testa-
ment, Calculated Both to Destroy the Original True Meaning, and To Strengthen the 
Infidel in His Unbelief, Corrected and Explained, In an Easy and Familiar Manner, 
With Observations from the Chaldee Reading, and Also Some Views of the Fol-
lowing Hebrew Commentators: Baal Toorim, Rashi, Abn Ezra, Rudakh, Ralbak, &c. 
&c.” (Dublin: The University Press, 1846). 
 77. Appendix to the Revised Version (London: Wertheimer, Lea & Co., 1896), 3. 
 78. Central Conference of American Rabbis Yearbook (1907), 35; (1908), 149; 
cf. J. D. Sarna and N. M. Sarna, “Jewish Bible Scholarship and Translations in the 
United States,” in The Bible and Bibles in America (ed. E. S. Frerichs; Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1988), 97. 
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of Luther’s rendering,79 much as Isaac Leeser’s English rendering was 
expressly offered as a counterpart to the King James.80 So too was the 
1917 JPS translation a response to the Revised Version and its 1985 
edition to the Revised Standard. This pattern can even be traced back to 
antiquity, when the Christian community’s adoption of the Septuagint 
seems to have led Jews to produce several new Greek versions. 
 Whatever their doubts about the credibility of Christian versions, 
Jewish renderings do not always differ substantially from their non-Jew-
ish predecessors. Among the three English translations of the Pentateuch 
produced by Jews in the 1780s, David Levi’s (1787) simply reproduced 
the King James without its captions or annotations,81 while Isaac Delgado 
(1789) added “corrections”—“wherever it deviates from the genuine 
sense of the Hebrew expressions, or where it renders obscure the mean-
ing of the text, or, lastly, when it occasions a seeming contradiction.”82

Similarly, Michael Friedlander’s nineteenth-century version was pre-
sented as a revision of the King James,83 a term that also appears on the 
title page of Alexander Harkavy’s 1915 rendering.84 Even Isaac Leeser 
paid close attention to the King James translation.85

 In fact, Jewish translators often imitate the very versions whose reli-
ability they deny. For example, the 1917 JPS version retained many of 

 79. It was also begun just a few years after the Teutsche Übersetzung des alten 
Testaments mit Anmerkungen für Ungelehrte (Göttingen & Gotha: n.p., 1769–85) 
had begun to appear from the pen of Johann Michaelis, whom Mendelssohn 
describes as “seinen bibelübersetzer” (letter from November 12, 1770; Gesammelte 
Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, 12.1:232). 
 80. Leeser, whose translation appears to have been motivated by the pedagogi- 
cal needs of Rebecca Gratz, was at first critical of vernacular versions of the Bible 
(L. J. Sussman, “Another Look at Isaac Leeser and the First Jewish Translation of 
the Bible in the United States,” Modern Judaism 5 [1985]: 164, and Henry Eng-
lander, “Isaac Leeser, 1806–88,” Central Conference of American Rabbis Yearbook
28 [1918]: 223). 
 81. “Bible—Translations,” Encyclopedia Judaica 4:871. 
 82. H. J. Orlinsky, “Versions, Jewish,” ABD 6:840, and his Essays in Biblical 
Culture and Bible Translation (New York: Ktav, 1974), 353. Remarkably, the latter 
was dedicated to the Bishop of Salisbury (Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in 
English,” 75). The third version was by Alexander (1785; “Bible—Translations,” 
Encyclopedia Judaica 4:871). 
 83. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” 85. 
 84. A prefatory note explains that this refers to the removal of christology (A. 
Harkavy, The Twenty-Four Books of the Old Testament [New York: Hebrew Pub-
lishing Company, 1915], 1; cf. H. J. Orlinsky, ABD 6:841). 
 85. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” 84, but see Leeser’s 
own statement in The Occident (1851): 480 as quoted in Sarna and Sarna, “Jewish 
Bible Scholarship,” 86. 



 GREENSPAHN  Why Jews Translate the Bible 193 

1

the Anglicisms that had been dropped from the American Revised
Version, including the term “corn” in place of the American “grain” and 
the British spelling of words like “honour” and “labour,”86 much as
Moses Mendelssohn, who admitted to having drawn on the work of 
Herder and Eichhorn, albeit without following them blindly, kept several 
of Martin Luther’s renderings.87 One reason for this is that inculcating 
non-Jewish culture is often as much a goal as making the Bible accessi-
ble. Mendelssohn explicitly stated his belief that he would “render a 
service to my children and perhaps to a considerable part of my nation if 
I give into their hands a better translation and explanation of the holy 
books than what they have had until now. This is the first step towards 
culture, from which my nation, alas, is being kept in such a great dis-
tance.”88 And so he spoke of his version as “a door for people” ([bah ûya
[fkamg µ[h tld ryp ryn gnapna ayz)89 that he hoped would open the way 
for his fellow Jews to achieve “polished and proper German” (÷qwtmhw
lslwsmh znk a ÷w l).90 That, in turn, would enable them to overcome the 
casuistry to which rabbinic tradition had accustomed them.91 150 years 
later, Max Margolis observed that “We Jews of America—and of 
England—must study the Bible [in] English, read it and re-read it, that 

 86. B. J. Bamberger, “American Jewish Translations of the Bible,” Jewish Book 
Annual 15 (1957–58): 36. K. R. Crim notes the presence of archaisms in the 1985 
JPS translation (“Versions, English,” IDBSup, 935). 
 87. H. Englander, “Mendelssohn as Translator and Exegete,” HUCA 6 (1929): 
340–41; cf. Sandler, ÷wsldnm h m l  hrwtl rwabh, 38, 103, and 114. Rosenzweig 
drew his translation of the liturgical phrase ÷gmw [y wm as “O Wehr und Waffe” from 
Luther’s “Eine feste Burg ist unser Gott” (E. Fox, “Technical Aspects of the Trans-
lation of Genesis of Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig” [Ph.D. diss., Brandeis 
University, 1974], 12). 
 88. “[M]einen Kindern und vielleicht einem ansehnlichen Theil meiner Nation 
einen guten Dienst zu erzeigen, wenn ich ihnen eine bessere Uebersetzung und 
Erklärung der heiligen Bücher in die Hände gebe, als sie bisher gehabt. Dieses ist 
der erste Schritt zur Cultur, von welcher meine Nation leider in einer solchen 
Entfernung gehalten wird,” letter to August Hennings June 29, 1779, Mendelssohn, 
Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, 12.2:149. 
 89. Letter to Chanoch (1784?), Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläum-
sausgabe, 19:296. 
 90. Mendelssohn, hybtnl rwa, in Gesammelte Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe,
14:243; contrast his view that “die jüdisch deutsche Mundart und die Vermischung 
des Hebräischen mit dem Deutschen…dieser Jargon hat nicht wenig zur Unsittlich-
keit des gemeinen Manes beigetragen” (“the Jewish–German idiom and the mixing 
of Hebrew with German…this jargon has contributed not a little to the immorality of 
the common people”) (to Ernst Ferdinand Klein, August 29, 1782; Gesammelte 
Schriften Jubiläumsausgabe, 7:279). 
 91. Margolis, The Story of Bible Translations, 86. 
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we may possess ourselves of an English style that may pass scrutiny on 
the part of those who know.”92 A similar purpose seems to have underlain
a sixteenth-century rendering of the Pentateuch into Greek, the stated 
purpose of which was “to help young Jews and their language that they 
might speak [Greek] correctly” (rbdl µnw lw lar y yr[nl ly[whl ydk
twjx).93 Even Isaac Leeser’s interest in producing what has been 
described as “an English Bible that could be read in the Synagogue 
without embarrassment, and placed in the Jewish home without appre-
hensiveness”94 suggests sensitivity to the style of Jewish expression.  
 Bible translations reflect the communities which produce them. In the 
nineteenth century, David de Sola had observed that “In the land where 
the knowledge of the Bible goes forth to every part of the globe, British 
Jews offer the world the striking anomaly that they alone in the whole of 
Europe possess no Bible translation in the vernacular, made by Jews for 
Jews.”95 Across the Atlantic, the JPS passed a resolution in 1892, looking 
“forward to the time when the Society shall furnish a new and popular 
rendition of the book which the Jews have given to the world, the Bible, 
that shall be the work of American Jewish scholars.”96 Several generations
later, when the JPS sought financial support to produce a new version, it 
circulated a flier that explained, “The Catholics have done it; the Protes-
tants have done it; AND NOW THE JEWS ARE GOING TO DO IT.”97

 The Jewish relationship to Bible translation is thus a complex blend of 
attitudes and motives that include both ancient and modern impulses: 

 92. B’nai B’rith News (April 1, 1911): 10 as quoted in L. J. Greenspoon, “A 
Book ‘Without Blemish’: The Jewish Publication Society’s Bible Translation of 
1917,” JQR 79 (1988): 18–19. 
 93. L. Modona, “Un Mot sur Deux Versions du Pentateuque,” REJ 23 (1891): 
135; teachers in sixteenth–seventeenth century Jewish schools of Cracow were 
required to use Moses Särtels’ edition of the Pentateuch (rab h m), “wnnw l awh
wb wnjna µyrbdm ” (“because it is in our language [German] with which we speak”) 
(M. Güdemann, Quellenschriften zur Geschichte des Unterrichts und der Erziehung 
bei den deutschen Juden von den ältesten Zeiten bis auf Mendelssohn [Berlin: A. 
Hofmann] & Comp., 1891), 233. 
 94. Bamberger, “American Jewish Translations of the Bible,” 35. Harry Orlinsky 
comments that “Leeser’s diction was hardly equal to that of the Authorized Revised 
Version” (Notes on the New Translation of the Torah [Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society of America, 1970], 15). Thus the introduction to the 1917 JPS 
translation acknowledges the AV’s “admirable diction, which can never be sur-
passed” (p. viii). 
 95. Hertz, “Jewish Translations of the Bible in English,” 78; however, the effort 
yielded only Genesis in 1841/1843 (Gottheil, “Bible Translations,” 194). 
 96. Adler, “The Bible Translation,” 101 (emphasis added). 
 97. Sarna, JPS: The Americanization of Jewish Culture, 240. 
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only the Hebrew counts as the Bible, but a translation is required and 
sometimes even accorded varying degrees of sanctity and inspiration. In 
this, Judaism differs from its two major scriptural counterparts, Christi-
anity and Islam. The former was founded on a Bible translation, while 
the latter has generally prohibited them, so much so that translating the 
Qur’an remains a controversial project in Muslim countries to the present 
day.98 Moreover, because of perceived deficiencies in non-Jewish ver-
sions, Jews insist on their own translation, which often emulate Christian 
models. These translations are then justified as necessary for making the 
Bible’s literal meaning available to those who cannot understand the 
original, even as they frequently incorporate traditional Jewish interpre-
tations.99

 Through all of this, Jewish translations are a way of asserting the 
Bible’s Jewishness.100 To do this, they implicitly deny the adequacy of 
Christian renderings while incorporating the insights of Jewish tradition, 
which they endeavor to make more accessible to those whose contact 
with the original may have been weakened through the forces of assimi-
lation. In this, too, they reflect and protect the community’s sense of 
itself. The Jewish emphasis on the original Hebrew text is, after all, in 
part at least, a protective response to the belief that Christianity has 
usurped the Bible in service of its own theological agenda. This percep-
tion is not new. According to one midrash, 

Moses asked that the Mishnah be written down, but the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, saw that the nations were going to translate the Torah in 
order to read it in Greek and say they are Israel. The Holy One, Blessed 
be He, said to him: “Moses, the nations are going to say ‘We are Israel, 
we are God’s children’ and Israel will say, ‘We are God’s children,’ and 
now the scales will be evenly balanced.” The Holy One, Blessed be He, 
said to the nations, “How can you say that you are my children? I only 
recognize those who have My secret—he is My child.” They said to Him, 
“What is Your secret?” He said to them, “It is the Mishnah.”101

Jewish versions of the Bible are not simply accommodations to linguistic 
necessity, but also an expression of communal identity and an assertion 
of ownership of the Bible—to Jews and non-Jews alike. 

 98. Cf. J. J. G. Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt (Leiden: 
Brill, 1974), 10–11; this issue can be traced back to Qur’anic references to its being 
in Arabic (e.g. 12:2 and 41:3). 
 99. Cf. Greenspahn, “How Jews Translate the Bible,” 56–59. 
 100. Cf. M. L. Margolis’ comment that “Only a Jew can say, on approaching 
Holy Writ: This is flesh of my flesh and bone of my bone” (The Story of Bible 
Translations [Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1943], 106). 
 101. Pesikta Rabbati 5, ed. M. Ish-Shalom, 14b; cf. Tan . a t yk §34.
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A REVIEW OF ISAAC KALIMI, EARLY JEWISH EXEGESIS
AND THEOLOGICAL CONTROVERSY

Tirzah Meacham (leBeit Yoreh) 

In 1969 Samuel Sandmel published his book The First Christian
Century,1 in which he wrote: 

It can be set down as something destined to endure eternally that the 
usual Christian commentators will disparage Judaism and its supposed 
legalism, and Jewish scholars will reply, usually fruitlessly. I have 
addressed myself to this topic in three or four essays, and do not intend to 
pursue this any more beyond this one time, preferring to conclude that 
with those Christians who persist in deluding themselves about Jewish 
legalism, no academic communication is possible. The issue is not to 
bring these interpreters to love Judaism, but only to bring them to a 
responsible, elementary comprehension of it. 

Sandmel did not entirely abandon this project, for in 1976 his essay, “The
Jewish Scholar and Early Christianity,” was published in The Seventy-
Fifth Anniversary Volume of the Jewish Quarterly Review. There he 
asked: 

[I]f Christian scholarship is designed to enhance the Gospels, must 
Jewish scholarship be designed to denigrate them? If Jewish scholarship 
is designed to enhance rabbinic literature, must Christian scholarship be 
designed to denigrate it? When the question is put in some such way, the 
answer becomes obvious; it thereby becomes patent that no danger is 
greater to scholarship than the attitude that some direct, proximate and 
demonstrable benefit must derive from the research… The impartial 
scholar must not allow the long centuries of mutual Jewish and Christian 
antipathies to becloud his judgment or warp his perspective, and must 
consciously and deliberately face the likelihood that the possibilities of 
warped judgment exist in all of us. 

 1. S. Sandmel, The First Christian Century in Judaism and Christianity: Cer-
tainties and Uncertainties (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969). 
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 E. P. Sanders carried on the task in his book, Paul and Palestinian 
Judaism,2 and brings summaries of scholarship relating to Paul’s Jewish 
roots, rabbinic legalism and some responses to it. Now, Isaac Kalimi has 
taken up the battle which Sandmel set aside.3 Sandmel’s battle was only 
partially successful. There have been a small number of Gentile scholars 
who have made serious effort to learn rabbinic literature, but the fact 
remains that most rely on works in translation (which were translated 
with various levels of success) and secondary literature if they bother at 
all. Unfortunately, this is also true for no small numbers of Jewish 
studies scholars. Kalimi neatly carries the torch forward and addresses 
the mutual gains of unbiased scholarship and the formative periods of 
Judaism and Christianity. 
 Referring to the three various studies in his book, Kalimi closes it with 
the following epilogue: “It seems that only through this method of deep 
analysis and maintaining a wide perspective, one can strive to achieve a 
better understanding of such a text [as the Bible], and place it in its appro-
priate historical, social and religious context” (p. 160). This is indeed the 
desideratum of a first-class study of any biblical text and its afterlife in 
rabbinic, sectarian and early Christian sources. It presupposes complete 
competence in the primary biblical text, including a thorough knowledge 
its languages—Hebrew and Aramaic, philology, text-critical approaches, 
relevant historical contexts and awareness of polemics and other literature
of the Ancient world both East and West. It is just such a range of texts 
and time frames that Kalimi’s Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological 
Controversy displays. In addition, there is a considerable bibliography in 
four modern languages of scholarship and demonstrable competence in 
several ancient languages. And for biblical studies, I wish to emphasize 
the significance of Modern Hebrew as one such necessary language often 
overlooked in the curricula of Bible studies programs. 
 This is especially evident in the first chapter of the book. Biblical 
studies are Kalimi’s forte and this chapter gives ample proof of his 
proficiency in that field. His very careful reading of the biblical text, 
notes on variant readings, control of ancient Near Eastern parallels, 
analysis of commonalities and knowledge of all relevant biblical com-
mentaries demonstrates that thoroughly. The sectarian debate between 

 2. E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of 
Religion (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1977).  

3. I. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: Studies in 
Scriptures in the Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Jewish and Chris-
tian Heritage 2; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002). 
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the rabbis and the Samaritans is a worthy addendum to the biblical 
sources.
 I wish to concentrate my remarks on a close reading of the second part 
of Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy as it is indicative 
of both the strengths and weaknesses of Kalimi’s book. This section 
deals primarily with Joseph. In Chapter 3, “He was Born Circumcised,” 
Kalimi brings up the possibility that the strong emphasis on circumcision 
in the rabbinic period could reflect a Jewish–Christian polemic (see, 
especially, pp. 69–76). I believe Kalimi could have strengthened his 
argument by mentioning the fact that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and 
Moses’ son are the only named people in the Hebrew Bible who were 
circumcised. Consequently, wherever the Midrash wanted to emphasize 
someone’s personality as potentially important, the lack of specific
biblical reference to circumcision was an opening to emphasize that 
person’s uniqueness from his birth as having been born circumcised. The 
Midrash, of course, did not take this opportunity for every named figure, 
but it is possible that the Midrash which claims Joseph was born cir-
cumcised was intended to counter the Christian emphasis on the saint-
liness of Joseph who might have been depicted as uncircumcised by 
Christian authors engaged in such a polemic.4 I would have appreciated 
more background on the various Christian positions concerning circum-
cision. A quick overview of the relationship to circumcision by Church 
Fathers, both those dealing with Jewish Christians and those dealing with 
pagan converts to Christianity, would have clarified the context.  
 Incidentally, here would have been an ideal place to relate to a couple 
of other gender issues. We find in the Dialogue of Justin with Trypho
concerning circumcision: 

And, furthermore, the inability of the female sex to receive fleshly cir-
cumcision, proves that this circumcision has been given for a sign, and 
not for a work of righteousness. For God has given likewise to women the 
ability to observe all things which are righteous and virtuous; but we see 
that the bodily form of the male has been made different from the bodily 

 4. Michelangelo’s David, for example, is uncircumcised. David lived well after 
the reinstitution of circumcision by Joshua. Despite certain character flaws, David 
was King of Israel and it is his line from which the Jewish messiah is destined to 
come and from which Jesus is considered to have descended. Michelangelo’s 
sculpture may have been influenced by classical depictions of the body or his own 
personal bodily aesthetic, but the classic sign of David’s Jewishness is missing. It is 
possible that both the nudity and the lack of circumcision influenced the decision of 
the Municipality of Jerusalem to refuse the offer of a replica of Michelangelo’s 
David from the city of Florence. 
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form of the female; yet we know that neither of them is righteous or 
unrighteous merely for this cause, but [is considered righteous] by reason 
of piety and righteousness.5

This very egalitarian depiction of access to righteousness and virtue 
could have balanced what a friend subverted from Freud and has termed 
“brit envy”—that is, the consternation of some Jewish women at the lack 
of ritual and celebration paralleling circumcision at the birth of a girl.6 In 
addition, it seems that there was a flow of women converts to Judaism in 
the early Christian era, partially due to the advantage of the Sabbath as a 
true day of rest and to the fact that women were not obligated in 
circumcision, which served as a barrier to easy male conversion. 
 I particularly wish to comment and the first half of Chapter 4, 
“Joseph’s Slander of His Brethren.”7 I shall begin with Gen 37:2:  

This, then, is the line of Jacob: At 17 years of age, Joseph tended the 
flocks with his brothers, as a helper to the sons of his father’s wives Bilha 
and Zilpah. And Joseph brought bad reports of them to their father. (JPS 
Torah Commentary, Nahum Sarna, 1989)  

The nature of the “bad reports” (dibatam ra‘a) is not specified in the 
Bible. As Kalimi states (pp. 77–78 and nn. 2–3), Philo of Alexandria, 
Pseudo-Philo and Josephus Flavius ignored the question altogether, 
while the Testament of Gad claims that Joseph erroneously reported that 
the best animals in the flock had been slain and eaten by these brothers. 
According to the Testament of Gad, he slayed the lamb injured by the 
bear because Gad was “grieved that it could not live,” a meritorious act 
preventing pain to the lamb.8 The accounts of the “bad reports” according 
to the rabbis in Gen. Rab. 84:79 provide further imaginative details about 
this economic transgression by hyperbolically relating to the nature of 
the sin, thereby diminishing the charge of economic loss claimed in the 
Testament of Gad (Kalimi, pp. 78–79 and nn. 5–7). The details are: 
 1. The brothers are suspected of eating limbs torn from a living 

animal, a transgression of one of the so-called Noahide laws.10

 5. Early Christian sources cited in this article are taken from the CD-ROM 
edition of the Church Fathers (Protestant version). 
 6. Nancy Wallack gave this explanation in a public lecture at the Beit Ha-Minyan
Synagogue in Toronto, 1996. 
 7. Ibid., 77–87.  
 8. There is no discussion whether slaughtering and eating a mortally injured 
animal would be acceptable according to rabbinic norms. 
 9. Theodor–Albeck, s.v.
 10. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan specifies the ears and the tails. The fat tails of 
certain breeds of sheep are considered a delicacy. It is clear that the ears and the tails 
were chosen because they are not necessary for the survival of the animal and 
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 2. The other brothers are charged with insulting the sons of the 
bondwomen, calling them “slaves.”11

 3. They, the sons of the bondwomen, cast their eyes on the daugh-
ters of the Canaanites, thereby transgressing the ethnocentrism of 
the children of Jacob to separate themselves from the local 
inhabitants.12

The rabbis in Genesis Rabbah succeed in creating animus between 
Joseph and all of his brothers, rather than simply Leah’s sons. Animus 
between Joseph and Leah’s sons would be natural because of the direct 
reproductive and spousal competition expanded upon in great detail in 
Gen 29 and 30 between their mothers, Leah and Rachel. In contra-
distinction to the above, Midrash HaGadol Genesis13 assumed cordial 
relations between Joseph and Zilpah’s and Bilha’s sons. Rashi (on Gen 
37:2) claims that Joseph brought at least the sons of Bilha close to 

merely contribute to its comfort. It would be far more likely if the reference were to 
the testes of the young rams, also considered a delicacy. This would thereby deal 
with the excess of males which were not needed for breeding purposes in the flock 
while preserving the animals for their value as providers of meat for food consump-
tion with the resultant economic boost. This would, however, involve the transgres-
sion of biblically forbidden castration (Lev 22:24), in addition to eating the limbs of 
a living animal. 
 11. This relates to the rabbinic determination that status of the offspring is 
determined by the status of the parents. Any defect in status, such as slave or bastard 
status, in either parent is transmitted to the offspring; see m. Qidd. 4:1–8. 
 12. The ethnocentrism was emphasized in Abraham’s demand that his servant 
return to Padan Aram to find a wife for Isaac in Gen 24. It was reiterated when both 
Rebecca and Isaac found Esau’s Hittite wives difficult to bear (26:34–35). Rebecca 
later used these women as an excuse to send Jacob to Laban to escape Esau (27:46). 
Her complaint resulted in Isaac sending Jacob to Padan Aram to marry Laban’s 
daughter and incidentally reiterating his blessing of him which had originally been 
intended for his firstborn brother (28:1–6). Esau, upon learning that Canaanite 
women were evil in the eyes of his father, went to his uncle Ishmael and married his 
daughter (28:8–9). It became more complicated to find a sufficient number of 
women for Jacob’s twelve sons. To this end, R. Yehoshua suggested that they were 
each born with a twin sister whom they married (Gen. Rab. 82:17, 2:986–87). R. 
Yehuda made a similar suggestion in Gen. Rab. 84:35, 2:1026 while R. Nehemia 
held that they married Canaanite women. According to Rashi (on Gen 46:27) these 
twin wives died before they reached Egypt with Jacob because they were not 
accounted among the seventy of Jacob’s offspring. Judah, in fact, married the 
Canaanite woman and Joseph himself married Osnat, the daughter of the Egyptian 
Potiphera. The concern about foreign women was reiterated both biblically and 
rabbinically as a step in the process to idol worship. 
 13. Midrash HaGadol Genesis (ed. M. Margaliot; Jerusalem: Mosad haRav 
Kook, 1967 [photocopy edition of the 1907 text]) 525.  
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himself because of his disdain of the way they were treated by their other 
brothers. According to him, all “bad reports” referred to Leah’s sons, not 
those of the bondwomen. It should be noted further that such an alliance 
between Joseph and Bilha’s sons would seem to be natural because of 
the closeness between Rachel and Bilha, her bondwoman who likely 
raised Benjamin and Joseph after the death of their mother. Na manides 
(on Gen 37:2), quoting Rashi, indeed uses this premise but then asks why 
they did not support Joseph and prevent his sale. After all, the four sons 
of the bondwomen, Reuven (who in Gen 37:21–22, 29–30 tried to 
prevent his brothers from harming Joseph), and Joseph outnumbered the 
others. He then notes Genesis Rabbah where the “bad reports” referred to
all of the brothers.14 Is this background information crucial for Kalimi’s
argument that Joseph slandered his brothers? No, but it provides added 
dimension to the depiction of the relationship between the brothers, 
which may have bearing on his main point—the context in which slander 
is imagined to have occurred as a clue to the tensions addressed by the 
rabbinic storytellers relevant to their own time frames. The rabbis in that 
sense are anachronistic, since their concerns need not have been those of 
the biblical authors, but on the other hand their vast range of imaginative 
solutions enriches the scholar and provides a goal to explore what indeed 
could have been meant by the vague, yet highly provocative biblical 
phrase “bad reports.”  
 We are obviously not in a position to recover the concerns of the 
biblical authors with any degree of confidence, but it is quite clear that 
the original storyteller, whatever his intention may have been, clearly 
wished to pique the curiosity of his target audience. The audience 
thereby closes the hermeneutic circle opened by the storyteller. In this 
sense the rabbinic midrashic effort fills the role of audience. As readers 
of the biblical story, our own appetites, speculative faculties and creativ-
ity are also aroused as each of us provides the personal solution to what 
it is we see as bad in the world worth reporting. Harold Bloom, who con-
siders the Bible a very strong text, attributes to its strong readers this 
ability to integrate, react to and reinterpret the biblical text.15 Kalimi 

 14. See also L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (7 vols.; Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1967 [3d printing]), 5:326 nn. 7–9. 
 15. I am grateful to Harry Fox for introducing me to the reading strategies of 
Harold Bloom as applied to the biblical text at a recent lecture of the Oriental Club 
of Toronto entitled “The Embarrassment of Scripture,” in H. Bloom, The Anxiety of 
Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973 [2d ed. 
1997]). Bloom sees Shakespeare as an unavoidable influence on strong writers 
(Preface, xix). The biblical text is perhaps one of the strongest texts ever produced 
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(pp. 78–79) determines that the rabbis understood that Joseph was 
punished according to the principle of “measure for measure” (midah
keneged midah) for his slander according to Midrash Tan uma (Buber, 
Vayeshev, 9) and Exod. Rab. 7:1. 
 Our topic takes an interesting turn in a source not quoted by Kalimi 
but one that richly reinforces his conclusions: 

These are the things which have no limit: the corner of the field and the 
first fruits and the appearance in the temple and acts of loving kindness 
and Talmud Torah. These are things from which a person benefits from 
the fruits in this world and the principal remains intact for him in the 
world to come: honoring one’s parents, acts of loving kindness, and bring-
ing peace between a person and his fellow but Talmud Torah outweighs 
them all. (m. Pe’ah 1:1) 

Commenting on this Mishnah text, y. Pe’ah 1:1 (15d–16a) quotes a 
Midrash to Gen 37:2 as an example of slander, lashon ha-ra:

In opposition to them [Talmud Torah, honoring one’s parents, acts of 
loving kindness and bringing peace between people which have their 
reward both in this world and in the world to come] there are four things 
for which payment is exacted in this world and the debt remains in the 
world to come. They are: Idol worship and incestuous relationships and 
spilling of blood but slander outweighs all of them… It is written “And 
Joseph brought bad reports to their father.” What did Rabbi Meir and 
Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Shimon say? Rabbi Meir said: they are suspect 
concerning [eating] limbs [torn] from living [animals]. Rabbi Yehuda 
says: they ridiculed the sons of the maidservants and behaved towards 
them as [if they were] slaves. And Rabbi Shimon says: they cast their 
eyes upon women of the land. Rabbi Yuda ben Pazi said: “Honest scales 
and balances are the Lord’s.” (Prov 16:11) What did they say—they are 
suspect concerning [eating] limbs [torn] from living [animals]. The Holy 
One blessed be He said: Thus I demonstrate concerning them that they 
slaughter and eat: “They slaughtered a kid and dipped the tunic in the 
blood.” (Gen 37:32) What did they say—they ridiculed the sons of the 
bondwomen and behaved to them as [if they were] slaves: “Joseph, sold 
into slavery.” (Ps 105:17) What did they say—they cast their eyes upon 
the women of the land. Here is an inflamed she-bear for you: “his 
master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph.” 

 Only in the context of understanding the gravity of slander and the 
double pronged punishment for it can we understand the literary value of 
the sale of Joseph into slavery (as punishment for his claim of the mis-
treatment of the sons of the bondwomen), Joseph’s sexual harassment by 

and the rabbinic Sages who “turned it over and over” to find everything within it, 
including their own cultural and legal milieu, were among its strongest readers.  
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Potiphar’s wife (as punishment for his claim that his brothers cast their 
eyes upon Canaanite women) and Joseph’s witnessing life-and-death 
judgments attached to the wine and bread of his fellow prisoners, the 
wine-steward and the baker, or alternatively, his fourteen-year total 
involvement with food during the seven rich years and the seven years of 
famine (as punishment for the claim that his brothers were eating limbs 
torn from living animals). 
 The claim that slander outweighs idol worship, spilling blood and 
forbidden sexual relations is echoed in Midr. Pss 101:2.16 Kalimi (p. 79) 
brings the section of this Midrash relating to slander as a type of ex post 
facto reason given by the sages as to why the priesthood did not originate 
from Joseph’s tribe. By not quoting the entire text we lose the midrashic 
context, which expands the list of tribes rejected except, of course, the 
chosen Levites. It is true that the exclusion of such for slander is only 
given as a charge against Joseph, but Kalimi in his brevity neglects to 
mention this rich literary connection for other tribes. The tribe of Reuven 
is rejected because he lay with Bilha, his father’s concubine. In Jacob’s 
final blessing in Gen 49, Reuven is displaced because of this incestuous 
act. The tribe of Shimon is also rejected because Zimri the son of Salu 
turned aside from God at Shittim (Num 25).17 The tribe of Dan is rejected 
because of idol worship (Judg 18:30), “and the children of Dan set up for 
themselves the graven image.” The tribe of Judah is rejected because of 
his proud heart when he considered Tamar to be a prostitute but never-
theless lay with her.18 No other tribes are discussed in this context. What 
emerges from the text in its entirety is that the summation of causes 
eliminating tribes from the priesthood (with the exception of the Levites) 
is the stereotypic list of classical sins—incest, idol worship, murder and 
slander. 
 The above examples of alternative possibilities (Yehuda lying with 
Tamar as an example of incest and Shimon as a murderer) exemplify 
the fickleness or more accurately, the lack of consistency in rabbinic 

16. Midrash Tehilim which is called Sho ar Tov (ed. S. Buber; Vilna, 1891 
[photocopy edition Jerusalem: . Vagshel, 1977]), 214.  
 17. In my opinion he could also have been disqualified for the slaughter of 
Shekhem and his clan for the Dinah incident, but that would also have disqualified 
the chosen tribe of his co-conspirator Levi, hence it is not used (Gen 49). 
 18. This could have been interpreted as a sexual sin because lying with one’s 
daughter-in-law is explicitly forbidden in Lev 18 and 20. But that would have put the 
foundation of the Davidic line into question, so this, too, is glossed over by the 
rabbinic midrash. Only if rabbinic norms limiting Levirate marriage to paternal 
brothers were ignored would the Judah and Tamar story not be problematic. This 
holds for another layer in the Davidic line, Ruth and Boaz.  
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midrash. Despite the fact that the sages were the closest readers of the 
biblical texts, their midrashim reflect a reading agenda with a known end. 
This is demonstrated very clearly in both legal and aggadic midrash. 
Kalimi’s claim that we must understand the context of the Midrash in 
order to evaluate the possibility of theological controversy or polemics 
is, therefore, an exceptionally important point. Delving into the back-
ground sheds light on the rabbinic agenda. 
 Kalimi also goes on to connect the disqualification of Joseph’s tribe 
from the priestly line in the midrashic texts to ancestral obligation or sin, 
ovat avot. Although this term is not found in rabbinic literature, there 

are a few occurrences in midrashic literature of the biblical term “sins of 
the fathers [transferred] onto the sons” (avon avot al benim). The oppo-
site concept, ancestral merit, zekhut avot, is a firmly founded concept dis-
cussed in tannaitic Midrashim, the Talmudim and particularly Aggadic 
Midrash.19 According to Kalimi, the transmission of sin from generation 
to generation is what is at stake here, which brings into question the 
extent of the Jewish concept of freewill. 
 Kalimi does not mention a possible connection of such a concept to 
the entire issue of original sin. In my discussion of this concept,20 I dem-
onstrated that all the elements for the development of the theology of 
original sin already exist in the Hebrew Bible and are firmly entrenched 
in rabbinic Midrash. That theology did not flourish in the later formula-
tion of normative Judaism, is possibly due to its Christian usurpation and 
its development as a cornerstone of Christianity, the loss of the temple 
and its sacrificial systems and subsequent replacement modes of atone-
ment such as prayer and ascetic practices. 
 It must be stated unequivocally that just as halakhic discussion is not 
monolithic, that is, even when one opinion becomes accepted practice, 
dissenting views are not discarded and often are not denigrated in any 
manner—so, too, is the case with aggadic literature. The co-existence of 
incompatible Midrashim is somewhat disconcerting. The conflicting 
ideas exist not only because of variant readings, difficulties in textual 
transmission and inconsistent parallels, but also because of the uniquely 
pluralistic nature of the compositions.  

 19. It occurs in the tannaitic layer seven times, in the Talmudim 18 times and in 
Aggadic Midrash over 200 times according to the Responsa Project of Bar Ilan 
University (version 11). 
 20. I have lectured on this topic at the World Congress for Jewish Studies 
(Jerusalem 2001) and at the Society for Biblical Literature (Toronto 2002), and the 
yet, unpublished manuscripts deal with this connection. 
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 Kalimi reiterates the necessity of recognizing varying theologies in the 
Hebrew Bible. This holds even more so for rabbinic Judaisms. This posi-
tion is in conflict with many contemporary theologians. It often seems 
that theology is justified by a choice of texts consistent with one’s per-
sonal theology to the exclusion of all the other texts which do not con-
form to that theology. Aggadic literature is a fruitful source of such texts. 
The possibility of misusing texts in this manner is definitely not part of 
Kalimi’s presentation. Rather, he attempts to uncover possible contexts 
which help clarify the various rabbinic statements and which are com-
fortable with their different approaches. 
 According to Kalimi, concern for slander grew during the time the 
sages mentioned in Genesis Rabbah (Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Shimon bar 
Yokhai, students of Rabbi Akiba and Rabbi Yehuda from the Midrash on 
Psalms) who flourished during the Bar Kokhba war ca. 135 CE is certainly
reasonable. The story from b. Shab. 33b–34a considers Judah ben Gerim 
as the informer to the Roman authorities of Rabbi Shimon’s derogatory 
statements against that government and the subsequent necessity of 
Rabbi Shimon to go into hiding for many years. Rabbi Yehuda was 
apparently also victimized by a report to Roman authorities. Though Fox 
recently demonstrated that the tradents need to be reversed,21 we must 
take a moment to consider the difference between the “bad reports” 
brought by Joseph to his father and informing upon fellow Jews to a 
foreign government dominating the area. It is not absolutely clear that 
the slanderers and informers are identical. It seems that there is some 
degree of conflation of categories. The effect of such an observation is 
not clear, but it should at least be noted. Kalimi equates slanderers and 
informants (malshinim and mosrim), which in fact both have a political 
context whereas Joseph simply brought “bad reports” of his brothers’ 
behavior to his father. Shimon and Levi’s response to the rape of Dinah 
in Gen 34 already demonstrated Jacob’s powerlessness in reference to 
the actions of his sons: the slaughter of Shekhem’s clan had the potential 
to create havoc for Jacob’s small clan surrounded by foreigners. Their 
actions had no immediate negative repercussion for them, making it 
unlikely that simply the report of misbehavior would have much effect. 
Jacob does denigrate their actions in his final blessings to his sons in Gen 
49. They are accused both of hot-blooded murder and willful maiming of 
animals. There seems to be no reference whatsoever to Joseph’s slander 
in Jacob’s blessing of him, but rather emphasis on his superior position. 

 21. H. Fox, “Biographies, Stories, Tall Tales: Fishing for Gullibility,” Jewish 
Studies 41 (2002): 105–41. 
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 In reference to Kalimi’s discussion of birkat minim, actually a curse 
on sectarians, it should be noted that considerable new bibliography on 
these topics was published while his book was in press—as well, in fact, 
some which had recently appeared prior to the manuscript’s submission.22

 Early Jewish Exegesis was written chiefly for a Christian audience 
rather than a rabbinics audience. A close reading of Chapter 4 in the 
second part of the book demonstrates that adequately. Rabbinics scholars 
would have been interested in a more thorough analysis of rabbinic texts, 
including parallels. Literary analysis of the sources would be expected as 
well as complete control of the secondary literature in the area. On the 
other hand, I believe many rabbinics scholars would have benefited from 
fuller introductions to the issues which are well-known by many scholars 
of early Christianity. An example of this would be a fuller background to 
the Christian groups that accepted Jewish practices such as circumcision, 
Sabbath observance and the like vs. those Christian groups which 
rejected such Jewish practices and lived solely by the spirit of the law.  
 Chapter 5, “Joseph Between Potiphar and His Wife,” in the second 
part of his book, was an ideal place to have related to gender issues. The 
Church Fathers are unanimous in their defense of Joseph and their 
condemnation of Potiphar’s wife’s unchaste behavior.23 This unanimity 
of thought which depicts Potiphar’s wife as the temptress is part of the 
Christian dichotomy of woman as Madonna or Whore. Many Jewish 
sources portray Joseph as entirely righteous, but others state that his 
intentions were sexual and that only God’s direct interference, visions of 
his father, his mother or both, or impotence prevented him from having 
sexual relations (Kalimi, pp. 89–97). Although there are a large number 

 22. Y. Luger, Tefilat ha-Amida la ol al pi ha-Geniza ha-Qahirit (Jerusalem: 
Or ot, 2001); H. W. Basser, Perush: Studies in Exegesis: Christian Critiques of 
Jewish Law and Rabbinic Responses 70–300 C.E. (Leiden: Brill, 2001); D. Boyarin, 
Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and Judaism (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1999); D. Flusser, “‘Miqtzat Maasei ha-Torah’ 
uVirkat ha-Minim,” Tarbiz 61 (1992): 333–74, all of whom refer to additional 
bibliography. Most recently, well after the publication of Kalimi’s book, H. Fox 
“Pulmus Samui baTifilah” has connected birkat haminim to the dispute on resur-
rection. The article has recently appeared in a memorial volume for Z. Falk, Sefer 
Zikaron le Professor Ze’ev Falk (Jerusalem: Magnes, 2005), 123–64. 
 23. Tertullian, Ad Nationes book 2 chapter 8; Origen, Against Celsus, book 4; 
The Testament of Joseph Concerning Sobriety; The Testament of Benjamin Concern-
ing a Pure Mind (in which Joseph is compared to the Lamb of God); Augustine, City 
of God, book 18; Augustine, Psalm 81 (in which “Joseph sold into Egypt is Christ 
passing over to the Gentiles”); John Chrysostom, Homily 16 (in which Joseph was 
made more glorious because of his tribulations as in the case of other saints). 
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of sources which depict women in that dichotomy, a few rabbinic sources
were willing to see men as having a barely controllable sexual drive. By 
relating to this difference in Jewish and Christian approaches to the 
Joseph story, Kalimi could have opened a discussion relating to gender 
issues.
 Kalimi translates passages from classical sources, usually without 
bringing the original. German, however, is left un-translated. This identi-
fies European scholars as the target audience, since language training in 
North America tends to be dismal. Many graduate programs in Bible 
have a reading proficiency requirement in German which is essentially 
enough to make easy dictionary use possible but not fluent reading of 
pertinent scholarship. Apparently, in preparation for the second edition, 
Kalimi has translated the German passages into English. 
 In my opinion, the third section of the book is by far the most signifi-
cant. Kalimi’s distinction between “History of Israelite Religion” and 
“Hebrew Bible Theology” is critical to the understanding of present-day 
biblical studies. I wish to emphasize and expand upon a number of his 
points. 
 The final chapter of the book, “The Task of Hebrew Bible/Old Testa-
ment Theology—Between Judaism and Christianity,” is devoted entirely 
to responding to Rolf P. Knierim’s volume, Task of Old Testament Theol-
ogy. Kalimi is clearly relating to the difficulties and challenges he found 
while teaching Bible and rabbinics in Germany, especially in theological 
faculties. (In the previous chapter he devotes great effort to trace the 
development of biblical studies in Israel, particularly at Hebrew Univer-
sity where he did his undergraduate and graduate work.) 
 Making a distinction between the history of Israelite religion and 
Hebrew Bible theology is especially important. Kalimi points out the 
relative newness of academic Jewish biblical studies. About 80 years 
have passed since the founding of the Hebrew University and its depart-
ment of Bible. This was essentially the first Modern Hebrew speaking 
endeavor in the area, and from very early on it was multifaceted; that is, 
it included biblical history, archeology of the biblical period and linguis-
tic studies as well as classical Jewish commentaries to the Bible. Facility 
with classical rabbinic texts, such as Kalimi demonstrated in this book, 
was assumed. Modern Hebrew was the language of instruction and many 
of the students had come through school systems which began teaching 
Hebrew Bible in original language in first grade. Competence in many 
levels of Hebrew is the norm in the Israeli school system as well as some 
exposure to Aramaic. Nevertheless, Biblical Hebrew grammar and Bibli-
cal Aramaic are required courses in first-year B.A. Bible departments in 
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Israel. The text proficiency examinations in the Bible department for 
B.A. students are generally beyond the training of most Hebrew Bible 
students in North American universities at the end of their Ph.D. studies.  
 Despite the knowledge of traditional Jewish exegesis, the primary 
focus of the Hebrew University’s Bible department was critical scholar-
ship particularly as delineated by Germanic academic directions, includ-
ing the source criticism of Wellhausen and his school. Because of the 
significance of the Bible to the Jewish people, the Bible department at 
the Hebrew University is significantly larger than that at any other non-
theological university in the world. Rich cognate studies in Semitic lan-
guages, the ancient Near East, Greek, Assyriology and biblical history 
are either required or available for the interested students.  
 The point of difference between Christian Bible scholars and Jewish 
Bible scholars remains in their use of rabbinic texts, which are among 
our earliest biblical commentaries, the sources of many of them being 
even earlier than the Church Fathers. Access to these texts is critical for 
certain areas of biblical scholarship, particularly cultic legal issues but 
also including commentary, theology and polemics.  
 A significant part of the value of Kalimi’s book centers on this point. 
Christian Bible scholars have made very little effort to gain access to 
rabbinic texts, whether written in Middle Hebrew of the tannaitic period 
or in the Hebrew/Western Aramaic of the Aggadic texts and the Palestin-
ian Talmud or Hebrew/Eastern Aramaic of the Babylonian Talmud. Even 
less effort has been expended to learn Modern Hebrew in order to have 
access to scholarship written in that language. Part of the justification 
given for ignoring a modern language of scholarship as well as important 
ancient languages is the goal of having a so-called “objective” perspec-
tive on the biblical texts. At the same time, graduate schools and theo-
logical faculties demand some level of competence in Greek, Latin or 
Syriac because of their importance for the understanding of the New 
Testament and other patristic literature for Hebrew Bible scholars. Even 
secondary expertise in such fields as New Testament, Christian theology, 
Canon Law, Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, and even Amharic, are 
preferred to competence in rabbinics. Facility in those fields is never 
considered as an impediment to the objective study of the Hebrew Bible. 
However, the reverse is not equally true: familiarity with rabbinic sources
is seen as an obstacle to the “objective” study of the Hebrew Bible. 
 Kalimi points to a definite misuse of anti-Jewish sentiment in the New 
Testament and other early sources and rightfully demands an approach 
which neutralizes textual and theological anti-Semitism—thereby stop-
ping its perpetuation. It is noteworthy that at least one group is actively 
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working on such problems. The Christian Scholars Group on Christian–
Jewish Relations records in their statement of purpose that the group 

is composed of Christian scholars who are aware that they are studying 
sensitive issues of significant religious import. They acknowledge with 
sorrow and shame the church’s tragic legacy of anti-Judaism, and seek to 
use their scholarship to reclaim or reconceive elements of Christian the-
ology and practice that offer a more adequate representation of its rela-
tionship to Judaism and the Jewish people.24

That any knowledge would ever be considered detrimental is, in my 
opinion, patently absurd. The result, of course, has been and continues to 
be disdain for rabbinic texts often accompanied by disdain for the people 
who have access to them. The result skates closely to anti-Semitism.  
 It is deeply surprising that some prominent universities in North 
America, some with departmental histories of over 150 years of teaching 
Hebrew Bible, have yet to hire even one Jew to teach in the area. Nearly 
all top-ranked universities in the area (Harvard, Chicago, Berkeley, 
Pennsylvania) broke such barriers years ago and have benefited from 
their Jewish Hebrew Bible professors and, as a result, have enhanced 
their reputations greatly in the field of biblical studies. Universities whose
Hebrew Bible studies developed from theological faculties are, however, 
particularly susceptible to the theological supercessionist tendencies 
described by Kalimi. As long as theological and biblical studies (histori-
cal, philological, etc.) are conflated and Christian theology is based on a 
combination of Hebrew Bible and New Testament, it is possible that 
there may be a tendency towards being uncomfortable with Jews, who 
might represent an embodiment of rabbinic values, veritable Pharisees in 
modern garb. The rejection of Pharasaic practices by Jesus may still 
serve as a model to reject Jewish candidates by theologically and super-
cessionist motivated search committees.  
 A boycott of Israeli academic institutions was initiated in recent years 
by some elements of the European academic community, ostensibly in 
response to the political situation in the Middle East. Echoes of that 
boycott have reached North America and prompted negative responses to 
Israeli Bible scholars applying for North American Bible positions. In an 
era when entires dissertations in Bible in North America are written on a 
single chapter of a biblical book and where many Hebrew Bible candi-
dates cannot state with certainty whether they had ever read the entire 

 24. I am grateful to Professor John T. Townsend for referring me to The Chris-
tian Scholars Group on Christian–Jewish Relations. Online: <http://www.bc.edu/ 
research/cjl/meta-elements/partners/CSG/csg.htm>. 

http://www.bc.cdu/%e2%80%a8research/cjl/meta-elements/partners/CSG/csg.htm
http://www.bc.cdu/%e2%80%a8research/cjl/meta-elements/partners/CSG/csg.htm
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Hebrew Bible in original language, knowledge of the entire Hebrew 
Bible should not be considered a strike against the candidates. This 
would be like believing that a native English speaker is less competent to 
become a scholar of Shakespeare because s/he had actually read all of 
Shakespeare, rather than simply the one work addressed in her/his dis-
sertation. Analogously, such a person would be disqualified for knowing 
Modern English, which would be seen as interfering with the “purity” of 
her/his knowledge of the King’s English. The patent absurdity of such 
so-called pristine purism is self-evident. 
 Kalimi has had much experience teaching in Christian theological 
institutions and coming to terms with various Christian attitudes, includ-
ing anti-Semitism, and it is my fervent hope that his book will actually 
be efficacious in alleviating anti-Semitic tendencies among certain 
Christian Bible scholars. 
 One of the ideas Fox developed was the embarrassment of Scripture, 
that is, that later generations are embarrassed by their canonized texts 
and reinterpret them in order to make them suitable to their moral norms. 
Kalimi has called for a removal or reinterpretation of the blatant anti-
Semitic statements of the New Testament in order to stop the perpetua-
tion of such ideas in academic biblical studies. Let us hope that those 
who have not yet been embarrassed by such statements will come to 
realize the damage they cause to the true goals of the academy. It is 
important to reverse the attitude that any rabbinic commentary or Jewish 
approach to the Bible is anathema. 
 As is necessary in interdisciplinary studies, Isaac Kalimi emerges as a 
jack of many trades in this book: rabbinics, Samaritan studies, patristics 
and theology. He has also demonstrated that he is a master in biblical 
studies. Despite my critique, Kalimi’s book is a necessary, timely and 
much appreciated offering. It serves as a model of mutual scholarly 
benefit for Jewish and Christian scholars engaged in the literature of their 
formative periods. 



1

JEWISH THEOLOGICAL AND EXEGETICAL
APPROACHES TO THE HEBREW BIBLE:
A RESPONSE TO TIRZAH MEACHAM 

Isaac Kalimi 

I wish to thank Professor Tirzah Meacham for her review, kind words 
and erudite remarks. As a response to her review I must state, first and 
foremost, that gender issues are beyond the scope of this book. I would 
like, however, to take this opportunity not to criticize details in her 
review, but rather to express, stress and sharpen some views concerning 
the nature of the book, its intended audience and its methods.  

1. In Midrash Gen. Rab. 69:1 we read: 

Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said:  
A knife is not sharpening except on the edge of its fellow. 
So, a student is not sharpening except by his fellow. 

The saying of Rabbi Chama should teach us not only concerning indi-
viduals but about collectives as well. The volume under review is meant 
to be something beyond just a collection of essays, or even important 
studies (as the publisher printed on the back-cover of the book), on vari-
ous aspects in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament reception, interpretation and 
theology. Rather, it is to show that at modern times as well as ancient 
times, constructive disputes—or better Auseinandersetzungen—should 
not be viewed necessarily in a negative light. Creative controversies have 
contributed to the development of beliefs and ideas, as well as exegetical 
and theological methods, through out the thousands of years of Jewish 
history.  
 Publishing this volume at the dawn of the new millennium is an 
attempt to remind us all, Jews and non-Jews, that sincere and direct 
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internal and external disputation can be beneficial. Indeed, as already 
mentioned briefly in my epilogue (p. 160), “Jewish literature—in the 
large meaning of the term—flourished as a result of its dialectical con-
tacts with different encircling cultures, religious identities as well as in 
diversity of thoughts and beliefs among Jews themselves.” All chapters 
of this book express a diversity of controversies: between Jew and Jew, 
Jew and Samaritan, Jew and Hellenistic Jew, Jew and Judeo-Christian, as 
well as Jew and Christian and Jew and Moslem. These controversies, 
among many others, saved Judaism from becoming fossilized and non-
productive, and inspired Jews to search for new horizons in Scripture 
study and its interpretation. Indeed, disputes between Jews (for instance, 
Karaites and Rabbanites) and between Jews and non-Jews—especially 
Christians and later on Moslems—concerning a variety of theological 
and exegetical issues—motivated many Jewish scholars to study and 
research anew the Hebrew Bible both for its own merit, and for dis-
covering new directions of thought.1

2. The volume Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy
presents an opportunity for scholar and student, clergy and lay intellec-
tuals of all nationalities and religious denominations to comprehend how 
Jewish tradition reads and expounds the Scripture. It was not written 
mainly for a Christian reader, but rather for both Jews and Christians, 
and not only for biblical scholars, but for theologians and historians in 
America, Europe and Israel and elsewhere.  
 The inclusion of paragraphs in the German language, without addi-
tional translation in English, stems from my broad view of academic 
work. I am of the opinion that it is almost impossible to conduct any first-
rate scholarly work in these fields without a good knowledge of at least 
Hebrew, English and German. However, since I am pragmatic and have 
become more and more aware of the reality in the scholarly world in 
general—not only in America—it is my intention to furnish the readers 
with English translations of the German texts in the second edition of the 
book.  

 1. The story about Rabbi Abahu and Rav Saphra in the b. Avoda Zara 4a is one 
of the proofs for this opinion. See I. Kalimi, “Die Bibel und die klassisch-jüdische 
Bibelauslegung: Eine Interpretations- und Religionsgeschichtliche Studie,” ZAW 114
(2002): 594–610 (605–6). On this issue see as well my “Medieval Sephardic-
Oriental Jewish Bible Exegesis: The Contributions of Saadia Gaon and Abraham Ibn 
Ezra,” in Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewry: From the Golden Age of Spain to Modern 
Times (ed. Z. Zohar; New York: New York University Press, 2005), 101–19. 
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3. There are too many Israeli/Jewish scholars that are unable to utilize 
or see any benefit in the use of Jewish extra-biblical literature, not to 
mention the vast classical and medieval exegetical literature. As one who 
spent many years of formal studying and teaching in Israeli academic 
institutions, astonishingly I have to admit that the biblical students and 
even some biblical scholars and historians have no access to the Apocry-
phal, Pseudepigraphical, New Testament and rabbinic literature, while 
others never opened any talmudic tractate or even Mishnah or midrashic 
book!  

4. This book also addresses those Israeli biblical scholars in the secular 
academic institutions who intensively concentrate on historical topics 
and for whom historicism occupies every corner of their study, while 
neglecting essential biblical theological, ethical and exegetical issues. 
Some of them are even using Christian terminologies, such as “Old 
Testament,” in their scholarly publications—without being aware of the 
original negative Christian theological connotation of the term. There is 
intensive usage of Christian biblical works, especially in German, such 
as those of Eduard Meyer, Julius Wellhausen, Martin Noth, and Georg 
Fohrer (prior to his conversion to Judaism), among many others—schol-
ars who did not avoid introducing anti-Jewish statements in their writ-
ings.2 Too many Jewish and especially Israeli scholars are not aware of 
Christian theological (or even christological) tendencies and interpreta-
tions in the studies of non-Jewish biblical scholars, such as Antonius H. J. 
Gunneweg of Universität Bonn and Brevard S. Childs of Yale University.3

 Astonishingly, none of the Jewish/Israeli biblical historians reacted, 
for example, to Martin Noth who concluded his Geschichte Israels (in 
English, The History of Israel) that the Bar-Kochba revolt (135 CE) is 
ending the history of Israel!4 Who were the following generations after 
the Bar-Kochba revolt? And who are we—the contemporary Jews—
then? In any case, according to Noth, those generations were and we are 
not descendants of “Biblical Israel,” which was replaced by Christians, 
rather than “heretic/talmudic Jews”! So expresses a leading modern 
German biblical historian, after the Sho’ah! In a book that generations of 

 2. See, in detail, I. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: 
Studies in Scriptures in the Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Jewish 
and Christian Heritage 2; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002), 125–26. 
 3. See, in detail, my Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy, 115–
16, 144–45. 
 4. See M. Noth, Geschichte Israels (3d ed.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1956), 383–86, 406 (= idem, The History of Israel [London: Adam & Charles Black, 
1959], 428–32 [452]: “Thus ended the ghastly epilogue of Israel’s history”!). 
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biblical students all over the world—including Israel—learn from! Where
were all the older and younger Jewish/Israeli biblical scholars/histori-
ans?! Why didn’t they react to this re-expression of the Church’s well-
known “rejection and replacement” theology? 

5. In the third part of the book I encourage Jewish scholars to deal more 
intensively with Jewish Bible Theology, by which I mean not only in 
individual essays or in some commentaries, but also in appropriate 
comprehensive volume(s) on this worthy topic. There is certainly a need 
to write theological works that concentrate on the Hebrew Bible in its 
own right, free from any allegorical christological interpretation, and 
which lack the anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic features of so much Chris-
tian biblical theology. This is a new challenge for the contemporary 
modern Jewish Bible scholars. 

6. Also in the third part of the book, there is a clear-cut distinction made 
between “History of Israelite Religion” and the “Hebrew Bible/Old 
Testament Theology.” By making this distinction, I claim that each has a 
unique function and needs to be studied by sperate methods on its own 
terms. Accordingly, each has independent and legitimate merit. By no 
means can research on “History of Israelite Religion” replace “Biblical 
Theology” research, nor can the latter replace the former.  
 The distinction between these two branches of biblical studies was not 
self-evident in the past nor is it understood in current biblical histori- 
cal and theological scholarship. I would like to cite Professor Rolf P. 
Knierim’s reaction to my “Religionsgeschichte Israels oder Theologie des
Alten Testaments? Das Jüdische Interesse an der Biblischen Theologie” 
(JBTh 10 [1995]: 45–68), on which Chapter 6 of the book is based. In his 
letter of July 25, 1996 Knierim wrote to me:  

Let me please just to say that your distinction of both [branches], and the 
independent authorization (I would say: the independent necessity for…) 
each of both, is absolutely clear and indisputable. It is actually a 
regrettable indication of intellectual incapacity of the guild [= biblical 
scholarship] to analyzing and reconstructing these problems clearly. It is 
hardly discussed in the United States of America, not understood in 
England (James Barr and others) and messed up also in Germany.5

7. My urge to make “theology without anti-Judaism and anti-Semi- 
tism,”6 is addressed to all Christian theologians, wherever they are, rather 

 5. The original German version of the letter appears on p. 140 n. 12. 
 6. See Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy, p. 131. 
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than to Europeans or German speakers particularly. Indeed, it is worth-
while to mention the positive reactions of some Christian scholars from 
different countries. Two examples follow: 

(i) Professor Theo de Kruijf of University of Groningen (the Nether-
lands) wrote in his review in the Dutch international journal, Bijdragen,
International Journal in Philosophy and Theology 64 (2003): 103: 

The last chapters of the present book [i.e. Early Jewish Exegesis and 
Theological Controversy] will be of special interest to Christian readers… 
In view of the recent publication of the Vatican Document “Le peuple juif 
et ses Saintes Écritures dans la Bible chrétienne” (2001) about the relation 
between the Old and the New Testament as part of the Christian Bible, this 
part of the book should be of even more interest to Roman Catholic 
scholars. 

(ii) In a symposium on “The Abrahamic Heritage as a Historical Man-
date,” organized by Kontaktstelle für Weltreligionen under the patronage 
of Miroslav Vlk, Archbishop of Prague (Prague, September 18–20, 
2003), Father Professor Dr Stanislav Obirek, SJ, of the University of 
Krakau (Poland), states in his paper, “The Relationship between the 
Church in Europe and Judaism: Its Past and Future”: 

Proper interpretation of the Bible is the biggest challenge for Christian 
theologians. I like to use the footnote made by the Jewish scholar Isaac 
Kalimi in his book Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy
(Royal van Gorcum 2002: p. 131 note 92): “There is no nation that has 
been treated so cruelly and paid such a high price for keeping its religious 
and cultural heritage as did the Jewish people. Paradoxically, this treat-
ment was carried out mostly by the people to whom ‘love’—even of 
enemy (see, for example, Matt 5, 43–48; Rom 12, 14–20)!—is one of the 
important theological principles of their own religion! And towards the 
nation of the founders (like Jesus and his Apostles) of their religion! Most 
likely, this treatment of the Jewish people is contrary to the original will of 
Jesus himself and of at least some of his adherents.” It is hard, indeed 
impossible, not to agree with the truth behind these words which tastes 
bitter in all our mouths.7

8. The book does not only attempt to review Christian theologians criti-
cally, but also suggests how one might counter the standard anti-Jewish 
passages of the New Testament by providing alternative interpretations 
based on our new understandings of the socio-historical backgrounds of 
the texts. Moreover, this book also proposes a new direction, a positive, 
constructive and productive alternative to the study of biblical theologies 

 7. See Online: <http://www.ignatianum.edu.pl/centrum/txt/obirek_praha.htm>. 

http://www.ignatianum.edu.pl/centrum/txt/obirek_praha.htm
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in secular academic institutions. This alternative will not only decrease 
Christian anti-Jewish theologies, but also increase dramatically co-
operation between the Jewish and Christian scholar for the benefit of all. 
Thus, on pp. 113–14 of the book is stated:  

There is nothing wrong in dealing with biblical theological research. On 
the contrary, it is necessary to know what the theological lines are that 
control the biblical corpus. It is essential to read the Bible for its religious 
messages and for the moral promotion of humanity. It is important to 
discover the values of the Scriptures for our generation, since each genera-
tion has its own unique values, interpretations and theologies…biblical 
theological research is at home with a variety of religions. It may be a 
form either of Judaism or of Christianity.8 As a branch of university learn-
ing, however, it is not obligatory and certainly does not have to be so. It 
can and must deal—as objectively as possible—with secular, academic–
intellectual viewpoints. Then the synagogue as well as the church can 
apply the results of such research as they see fit. The object of such research
is theology or several forms of theology, but the research itself is not 
theological in nature; in other words, it is not religious or denominational. 

As a matter of fact, this suggestion is enthusiastically adopted by some 
Jewish and Christian scholars, for example, Mayer I. Gruber of Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev (Israel), John Barton of Oxford Univer-
sity (England), and Maranne Grohmann (Austria).9

9. There are several themes relating to Jewish and Christian interpreta-
tions and theological polemics that are discussed in the book. Yet, from 
all these vital topics and proposals Professor Meacham chose to 

 8. So, for example, the studies done by B. S. Childs and J. D. Levenson. For 
details see the footnote on the site. 
 9. See M. I. Gruber, in his review of my book in JBL 123 (2004): 584–87; repub-
lished in Review of Biblical Literature 8 (2004). Online: <http://www. bookreviews.
org/BookDetail.asp?TitleId=2938>; M. Grohmann, “Judentum und Christentum: 
Verhältnisbestimmungen an Ende de 20. Jahrhunderts,” Theologische Rundschau 69
(2004): 151–81 (165–66): “Kalimi’s Überlegungen sind ein wichtiger Diskussions-
beitrag. Sein Bemühen um Differenzierung, das Korrektiv einer möglichst objekti-
ven Forschung dient dem Ziel eines besseren Verständnisses von Judentum und 
Christentum” (p. 166). Professor John Barton expressed his support in a private letter
he kindly sent to me (in 2001) as reply to my critical review of R. P. Knierim; see 
I. Kalimi, “The Task of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Theology—Between Judaism 
and Christianity: A Response to Rolf Knierim’s Task of Old Testament Theology,” in 
W. Kim, D. Ellens, M. Floyd, and M. A. Sweeney (eds.), Reading the Hebrew Bible 
for a New Millennium: Form, Concept and Theological Perspective. Vol. 1, Theolo-
gical and Hermeneutical Studies (Studies in Antiquity and Christianity; Harrisburg, 
PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 230–51. 

http://www.%20bookrc%20views.%e2%80%a8orgBookDetail.asp?TitleId~:2938
http://www.%20bookrc%20views.%e2%80%a8orgBookDetail.asp?TitleId~:2938
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concentrate on my closing remark in Chapter 6: “it is apparent that the 
interest of Jewish scholars in academic Biblical studies is also influenced 
by the socio-economic reality: then and today a Jewish Biblical scholar 
generally is not accepted as a regular academic professor in Biblical
Studies in most Christian theological faculties, seminaries, divinity 
schools and schools of theology.” She relates in five pages her bitter 
experience at the University of Toronto. Her reliable personal testimony 
and admirable struggles enhance, indeed, what is briefly accounted in the 
book. However, one would expect at least some reactions on other crucial
comprehensive issues of the book as well.  
 Furthermore, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy
comprises three main parts, more or less comparable in length: “The 
Aqedah and the Temple: A Disputed Heritage” (Chapters 1–2 [pp. 7–58]);
“Biblical Texts in Polemical Contexts” (Chapters 3–5 [pp. 59–104]); and 
“Biblical Theology, Judaism and Christianity” (Chapters 6–7 [pp. 105–
59]). Now, Professor Meacham dedicates approximately half of her 
review to Chapter 4, which actually consists of only ten pages! In other 
words, three-fourths of her review deals with two issues, and the rest 
of the book is discussed and addressed only in a handful of pages. 
Obviously, this is a very disproportional review. Again, one wished to 
hear much more also about the methodological viewpoints that this 
volume suggests.  
 For example, the first part of the book concentrates on the possible 
identification of “Land/Mount Moriah” and the connection between the 
site of the Aqedah (binding of Isaac) and the Temple Mount in Jerusa-
lem. Following the discussion of Gen 22:2, I take 1 Kgs 6 (which fails to 
mention the location of the Temple) as a starting point for an extended 
exploration. From the passage in 1 Kings, I go “up”—chronologically 
speaking—to review the earlier biblical and ancient Near Eastern sources 
and locate the text of 1 Kgs 6 within its wide historical setting. Then I 
move “down” to the late biblical historical writing, namely 2 Chr 3:1, 
which mentions the exact location of the Solomonic Temple, in detail. 
Here I try, once again, to set this late biblical text in its presumable 
historical context. This chapter ends with the sentence that the explicit 
designation of the Temple Mount as Mount Moriah in Chronicles may 
“possibly contain a hidden polemic with the Samaritan’s sacred place on 
Mount Gerizim.” Obviously, these words serve as the prologue to the 
next chapter, “The Affiliation of Abraham and the Aqedah with Zion/ 
Gerizim in Jewish and Samaritan Sources.” Here I re-affirm the location 
of 2 Chr 3:1 within the history of Jewish–Samaritan dispute about the 
glorification of the sole chosen holy place referred to in the book of 
Deuteronomy, a place that Jews believe is the Temple Mount and which 
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Samaritans believe is their Mount Gerizim. The entire topic is treated 
here on the basis and against the background of a variety of histories and 
sources: ancient Near Eastern documents; early and late biblical litera-
ture and their ancient versions; Apocryphal, Pseudepigraphical and 
Qumranic sources as well as Jewish and Samaritan Torahs, Targumim, 
Midrashim, and their historical–theological writings; inscriptions; ancient
synagogue art; Bar-Kochba coins; and the results of numerous archeo-
logical excavations and even some oral traditions. These chapters clearly 
introduce a vertical method without neglecting the horizontal one at all.10

Both methods demand very different primary and secondary source 
languages, variety of methods, and reading and evaluation skills. This is 
not a simple task for a single scholar. 
 Professor Meacham dedicates, all in all, less than one page to this part 
of the book and the methodological issues. In this page she talks mostly 
about the first chapter, while considering the second one as an adden-
dum. All she has to say is: “The sectarian debate between the rabbis and 
the Samaritans is a worthy addendum to the biblical sources.”  
 This chapter, which comprises 25 pages, is, however, far beyond 
simply “a worthy addendum.” Rather it is an integral and organic con-
tinuation of the former chapter. Indeed, Meacham praises my work in 
general and the first chapter in particular. It is always nice to hear such an
acknowledgment from a scholar of her caliber. Nonetheless, the reviewer 
neglects altogether the importance of this second chapter in the process 
of the work. She praises the micro without being aware of the macro.
She sees the details while failing to grasp the entire picture, or, to cite 
Johan Wolfgang von Goethe, “die grossen Zügen,” as well as the various 
methods involved.  
 The method of collecting data from various resources tracing hundreds 
of years, constructing a history of an idea, and then to propose a distinct 
circumstantial explanation, is reflected in other chapters of the book as 
well, particularly those which build the second part of the book, as 
correctly admitted by other reviewers.11

10. Nonetheless, it is my hope that this volume will encourage scholars 
and students to utilize methods suggested in and reflected from it, that it 
will convince them to “pull out” from the early Jewish wealth of inter-
pretation, and stimulate more original research in this direction. More-
over, if the book encourages Jewish and Christian scholars to co-operate 

 10. Gruber states inaccurately that I use vertical only. 
 11. See, for instance, the review of F. Landy, Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 4 
(2002–2003). Online: <http://www.arts.ualberta.ca/JHS/reviews/review115.htm>. 

http://www.ans.ualbcrta.ca/JHS/reviews/rcvicwl%2015.htm
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in the understanding of our common textual heritage for benefit of all, it 
will be my supreme reward.  
 I would like to conclude with the words of Mal 2:10: 

Have we all one Father? 
Have not one God create us? 
Why then are we faithless to one another, 
profaning the covenant of our ancestors? 

These words at the very beginning of the book (p. vi) definitely are not 
meant to serve as a decorative opening. They are reflecting my profound 
belief and fundamental outlook while attempting to contribute to the 
ongoing Jewish–Christian and Jewish–German dialogue wherever I 
visited or resided. It is my hope, therefore, that the remembrance of the 
horrible history and renewed co-operation will create a mutual respectful, 
better and profitable future for all.  



1

THE TEMPLE IN THE AQEDAH (GENESIS 22) 

Francis Landy 

1. 2 Chronicles 3:1

Isaac Kalimi, in his book Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Contro-
versy,1 proposes that the identification of the site of the Temple with 
Mount Moriah in 2 Chr 3:1, and the use of the term Mount Moriah rather 
than “the land of Moriah” as in Gen 22:2, is ideologically motivated: the 
Chronicler wished to magnify the importance of the Second Temple 
against those who regarded it as being inferior to the First. Already in the 
Genesis account, the insertion of 14b (hary h rhb µwyh rmay r a, “As it is 
said today, ‘On the mountain of YHWH there is vision’”) assimilates 
Abraham’s naming of the place with the designation of the Temple 
Mount as the mountain of YHWH, probably in the First Temple period.2

According to Kalimi, the Deuteronomistic History ignores specifying the 
location of the Temple because it was too well-known, in conformity 
with standard ancient Near Eastern practice.3 Another study in the same 
volume shows how Jewish and Samaritan sources identified the site of 
the Aqedah with their respective sacred mountains.4

 The reference to Mount Moriah is, however, anomalous; why does the 
Chronicler introduce it, especially if, as Kalimi asserts, it was already 

 1. I. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis and Theological Controversy: Studies 
in Scriptures in the Shadow of Internal and External Controversies (Jewish and 
Christian Heritage 2; Assen: Van Gorcum, 2002). The reference is to the first chap-
ter: “The Land/Mount Moriah, and the Site of the Jerusalem Temple in Biblical 
Historical Writing,” 9–32. 
 2. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 10. 
 3. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 20. 
 4. See “The Affiliation of Abraham and the Aqedah with Zion/Gerizim in Jewish 
and Samaritan Sources,” in Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 33–58. An alternative 
view is presented by H. G. M. Williamson, “The Temple in the Book of Chronicles,” 
in Templum Amicitiae: Essays on the Second Temple Presented to Ernst Bammel 
(JSNTSup 48; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press), 15–31 (24–25), who argues that 
the Samaritan schism postdated Chronicles. 
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well-known?5 If the Chronicler had wanted to stress the importance of 
the mountain, why couldn’t he have used a common term, like Mount 
Zion? The Chronicler may indeed wish to insist on the sanctity of the 
Temple by linking it to foundational events in true midrashic fashion. 
That is, in fact, how Johnstone reads it.6 However, Chronicles is on the 
whole uninterested in premonarchic history.7 The reference to the Aqedah,
oblique as it is, is unique in Chronicles, and indeed in the Hebrew Bible. 
It has none of its importance in later Jewish and Christian literature.  
 The reversion to the Aqedah is rendered more enigmatic by its imme-
diate dissimulation, “And Solomon began to build the house of YHWH in 
Jerusalem, on Mount Moriah, where he appeared to David his father.” 
The qualification of Mount Moriah as the place where something—pre-
sumably God—“appeared” (harn) produces the expectation that it will be 
followed by “Abraham,” since according to Gen 22:14, the mountain 
derives its name, hary h, “YHWH sees,” from the theophany to Abraham.8

Father Abraham is displaced by Father David; the allusion to the Aqedah
is supplanted by the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite, as the 
continuation of the verse specifies: “in the place which David appointed,9

in the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite.” 
 Marc Brettler provides some clarification with his demonstration of 
literary patterning in Chronicles, whereby figures are modeled after each 
other.10 History is marked by repetition and restitution, by typologies 

 5. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 15. 
 6. W. Johnstone, I and 2 Chronicles. Vol. 1, 1 Chronicles 1–2 Chronicles 9: 
Israel’s Place among the Nations (JSOTSup 253; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1997), 316. See also Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 27, and S. Japhet, I and II 
Chronicles (OTL; London: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 551. 
 7. Except for Moses and the Tabernacle, which comprise the true basis for the 
Israelite polity.  
 8. S. Mittmann, “ha-Morijja—Präfiguration der Gottesstadt Jerusalem (Genesis 
22,1–14.19). Mit einem Anhang: Isaaks Opferung in der Synagoge von Dura 
Europos,” in La Cité de Dieu. Die Stadt Gottes (ed. M. Hengel, S. Mittmann, and A. 
M. Schwemer; WUNT 129; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 67–97 (76), suggests 
that harn here means “foreseen,” as in Gen 22:8, and that the preposition l in dywdl
signifies “with regards to” rather than simply “to” “David,” in line with his view that 
the Aqedah is a prefiguration of the founding of the Davidic dynasty. 
 9. Following the reading of the awkward construction dywd µwqmb ÷ykh r a by 
Japhet, I and II Chronicles, 548, and Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 26 n. 48. 
Mittmann, “ha-Morijja,” 76–77, argues that µwqm is a technical term in Chronicles for 
sacred place, and that b is a beth essentiae, and hence means “as a sacred place” 
rather than “in a sacred place.”  
 10. M. Z. Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel (London: Rout-
ledge, 1995), 34. See also Williamson, “The Temple in the Book of Chronicles,” 19. 
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passing from generation to generation. Solomon inherits David’s task 
and is in some sense a second David; Hezekiah is a Davidic clone, and is 
prefigured by Solomon.11 An example given by Brettler is David’s pur-
chase of the threshing floor at full price (1 Chr 21:22, 24), which re-enacts
Abraham’s purchase of the cave of Machpelah at full price in Gen 23:9. 
This, Brettler remarks, was probably subconscious, since Abraham is 
generally “downplayed in Chronicles,” and there are not sufficient paral-
lels between the two stories.12 However, Brettler has, I suggest, over-
looked our text, which further aligns Abraham with David and the 
founding of the Temple site. 
 In the midst of the narrative, and at the very beginning of the central—
the most sacredly charged—episode of the building of the Temple, we 
have a throwback, at a double remove, from Solomon to David, and 
David to Abraham. One may suspect a mise-en-abyme, as if the Aqedah
encompassed or reflected the Temple account, and David takes over 
Abraham’s role as the founder of the nation.13

 It cannot be so simply explained, for there is something unassimilable 
about Moriah, whether land or mountain. As Kalimi says, there is no 
indication in Genesis of the location of this land.14 Its isolation from the 
main narrative as a test, a ritual or ordeal, its etymological association 

 11. Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel, 38–40. 
 12. Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel, 35. 
 13. Japhet, I and II Chronicles, 552. 
 14. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 12. J. D. Levenson, The Death and Resur-
rection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism and 
Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 114–21, devotes several 
pages to arguing that the place was always Jerusalem, on the grounds that the com-
ment in 22:14b, hary h rhb (“On the mountain of YHWH there is vision”), most 
likely refers to Jerusalem, since the Temple Mount is elsewhere referred to as “the 
mountain of YHWH” (Isa 30:29; Ps 24:3), and since it is original to the text. Kalimi, 
as I have noted, regards it as a First Temple supplement to the text (Early Jewish 
Exegesis, 14). However, Levenson’s argument depends on a syntactical division 
between rhb (“on the mountain”) and hary, which he translates, as does Kalimi, 
“there is vision.” There is no necessity for this division of the phrase in v. 14b, since 
it reflects Abraham’s naming of the place hary h (“YHWH sees”), in v. 14a. Many 
commentators have argued that both “Moriah” in Gen 22:2 and “YHWH Yera’eh” in 
Gen 22:14b are secondary, in the service of the identification with Jerusalem (see, 
e.g., C. Westermann, Genesis 12–36: A Commentary [trans. J. Scullion; London: 
SPCK, 1985], 357; H. Gunkel, Genesis [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1966 
(1903)], 240). On the circular reasoning behind these proposals, see B. J. Diebner, 
“Noch einmal zu Gen 22,2: Eretz Morija,” Dielheimer Blätter zum Alten Testament
29 (1998): 58–72 (58–64), as well as Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the 
Beloved Son.
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with the “fear” (hary) and “vision” on whose paronomastic conversion 
the narrative turns,15 and, above all, the narrative itself, with its immense 
symbolic and emotional resonance, makes the place an imaginary or 
oneiric one, rather than one that can be located in time and space. It is the 
land of the fear/vision of God, the heart of darkness. What is it doing 
here?
 The juxtaposition suggests that something strange is remembered or 
re-enacted on the Temple Mount, that it is marked with a geographically 
indeterminate vision or trauma. The sacred centre, around which the 
entire political and narrative order of the book is composed, is founded 
on, built over (“Solomon began to build”) that which is atopic, which 
opens or casts into an interminable abyss, into a primordium detached or 
remote from narrative time. The mise-en-abyme is not just the book in 
miniature, initiating a series of typological repetitions, but the insertion, 
or uncovering, of something entirely alien and antithetical to it. It is the 
site of the mysterium tremendum, according to Kierkegaard, the fear of 
God that no structure can contain. 
 But let us look at the other reference, to the purchase of the site of the 
cave of Machpelah, the maternal burial place. The two texts are adjacent 
and have been causally connected since antiquity.16 Sarah dies of shock, 
in somatic protest against the Aqedah; her death is a displacement of 

 15. See I. Kalimi, “Paronomasie im Buch der Chronik: Ein Beitrag zur liter-
arischen Forschung an der Arbeitsweise des Chronisten,” BZ 41 (1997): 78–88 (86), 
for the importance of the paronomasia. Diebner (“Noch einmal,” 66), following H. 
Schult (“Eine Glosse zu ‘Moriya,’” Dielheimer Blätter zum Alten Testament 29 
[1998]: 56–57) and a tradition in Midrash Rabbah, derives the name from hry (“to 
teach”), and suggests an inclusio with hrwm ÷wla (“the oak of teaching”), in Gen 12:6. 
The etymology conforms to a view attributed to R. Hiyya in Gen. Rab. 55:7 (see also 
Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 47). Diebner proposes that the site was ambiguous, 
in conformity with the all-Israelite inclusiveness of the Torah, and identified with 
particular localities by the different communities of Judea and Samaria (“Noch 
einmal,” 69). Thus far he agrees with Kalimi. From a critical “canonical” perspec-
tive, he dates the inclusive understanding to the second century BCE–early second 
century CE, the period of the ultimate canonization of the TaNaKH (“Noch einmal,” 
70). Mittmann (“ha-Morijja,” 79–80), on the other hand, also perceives the linkage 
with Gen 12, but proposes that Jerusalem in Gen 22 supersedes Shechem. While “the 
oak of teaching” in Gen 12:6 represents the indigenous sacrality that is appropriated 
into YHWHistic tradition, Abraham’s commission to go to the land of Moriah in Gen 
22 is a new departure. Mittmann overlooks, however, the significance of the 
exchange between David and Ornan. 
 16. See Rashi on Gen 23:2, based on a complex midrashic tradition, and the 
discussion in A. G. Zornberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1995), 124–33. 
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Isaac’s, and expresses the resistance that is conspicuously silenced in the 
story.17 With Sarah, Abraham buries the countertext to the Aqedah. Ilana 
Pardes has argued that the crypt in Hebron represents the ancestors as 
dead, and hence spectral and fearful.18 Abraham passes the test, and 
consigns the voice of failure to another chapter and world; his grief, so 
eloquently expressed in the negotiations with Mamre, is the occasion for 
his possession of the burial site and the discreet disposal of the dead. But 
at what cost? And what traces remain? 
 The conjunction of Hebron and Jerusalem brings to the narrative of 
the beginning of a new era a mourning for an irrecoverable past and, 
more irrevocably, the pollution of the archaic dead, the matrix from 
which arose the tangled genealogies which for the Chronicler signify the 
vitality of Israel. The Temple, in other words, that zone of purity from 
which death is excluded, is the matrix, the source of life which is also 
death.
 Chronicles is dense with time and space, genealogy and land; its object
is to show the seamless and divinely ordained dissemination of Israel, 
across the vicissitudes of history. As John Wright, and from another 
point of view, Gary Knoppers,19 have shown, what is apparently seamless 
is criss-crossed with contradictions, duplications and reduplications, 
analepses and katalepses. Wright, in particular, argues that especially in 
ch. 9, time bends in on itself; a listing of the families of post-exilic Yehud 

 17. Y. Sherwood (“Textual Carcasses and Isaac’s Scar, or What Jewish Inter-
pretation Makes of the Violence that Almost Takes Place on Mount Moriah,” in 
Sanctified Aggression [ed. J. Bekkenkamp and Y. Sherwood; JSOTSup 400; Bible 
in the Twenty-First Century 3; London: T&T Clark International, 2003]: 22–43) 
suggests that Sarah’s corpse voices the protest that is silenced in the text. For the 
silence of the Aqedah, see E. Auerbach’s by now classic reading in the first chapter 
of Mimesis, especially 10–11. 
 18. I. Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel: National Narratives in the Bible 
(Contraversions: Critical Studies in Jewish Literature, Culture, and Society 14; 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 113–15. Pardes relates the experi-
ence of the spies in Hebron in Num 13 to the Freudian concept of the Uncanny. For 
her, the giants are a “distorted image of the patriarchs” (p. 114). 
 19. Knoppers (“‘Great Among His Brothers,’ But Who Is He? Heterogeneity 
in the Composition of Judah,” JHS 3 [2000–2001]; Online at <http://www.arts. 
ualberta.ca/JHS/Articles/article_16.htm>; idem, “Intermarriage, Social Complex- 
ity, and Ethnic Diversity in the Genealogy of Judah,” JBL 120 [2001]: 15–30) 
emphasizes the heterogeneity, complexity and inclusiveness of the Judahite gene-
alogies, and suggests a useful comparison with Hellenistic genealogies (see also 
G. N. Knoppers “Greek Historiography and the Chronicler’s History: A Reexami-
nation”, JBL 122 [2003]: 627–50). Y. Levin likewise stresses the fluidity of the 
genealogies of Chronicles (“Who Was the Chronicler’s Audience? A Hint from His 
Genealogies,” JBL 122 [2003]: 229–45 [235]). 

http://www.arts.%e2%80%a8ualberta.ca/JHS/Articles/article%2016.htm
http://www.arts.%e2%80%a8ualberta.ca/JHS/Articles/article%2016.htm
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introduces ancestral figures such Phinehas, Samuel and David: “Jerusa-
lem, perpetually settled, is Jerusalem initially settled.”20

 Jerusalem clearly is the focal point of Chronicles, its location, as well 
as that of the Temple in 2 Chr 3:1.21 Yet it is alien territory until the 
Davidic conquest (1 Chr 11:4–9). In Jerusalem, northern and southern 
moieties of Israel coexist; according to 1 Chr 9:3, Judahites, Benjami-
nites, Ephraimites and Manassehites dwelled there, though it is unclear 
whether this was before or after the exile. Jerusalem transcends, at least 
textually, tribal and kinship networks.22 Jerusalem displaces Hebron as 
the Davidic capital; the ancestral site, with its resident ghosts, is super-
seded by the future of the dynasty, by the new, utopian, era which it 
represents. But the past cannot be relinquished so easily, as the surrepti-
tious infiltration of the Temple site by Abraham’s funereal purchase 
indicates.
 It is bought “at full price.” There is an exchange, at a heavy, or at least 
full, cost, of something that was originally indigenous. Whatever efforts 
it makes to assert Israel’s settlement and rootedness in the land,23 Chroni-
cles cannot avoid its belatedness, and the strangeness of Abraham. The 
account in 1 Chr 21 is a revision, a legitimation, of the conquest of 
Jerusalem. In the parallel passage in 2 Sam 24:23, the significance of the 
sale is amplified by the detail that Araunah is king, and thus is entitled to 
sell his land on behalf of his people. The exchange creates a bond 
between vendor and purchaser. Whatever relations of real power there 
be, on a Foucauldian network, something of “ours” (David’s, Abra-
ham’s) has been given to the other side, in acknowledgment of their 
rights, their prior ownership. The threshing floor, and the Temple that is 
built on it, is the product of an alliance, a collaboration, between self and 
other, Israelite and Canaanite, power structure and power structure.  
 Mount Moriah is paralleled by “in the threshing floor of Ornan the 
Jebusite” in our text: “in Jerusalem, in Mount Moriah, where he appeared 
to David his father, in the place which David appointed/prepared, in the 
threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite.” In contrast to 2 Sam 24, which is 

 20. J. W. Wright, “The Fabula of the Book of Chronicles,” in The Chronicler as 
Author: Studies in Text and Texture (ed. M. P. Graham and S. L. McKenzie; 
JSOTSup 263; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999): 136–55 (145). 
 21. Wright, “The Fabula of the Book of Chronicles,” 151–52 
 22. This is a standard topos of historical explication of David’s genius in choos-
ing it for a capital. See, e.g., S. Japhet, “From the King’s Sanctuary to the Chosen 
City,” Judaism 46 (1997): 132–39 (134). 
 23. Through such metaphors as jyth (“to be registered, enrolled”), the elision of 
the conquest, and, above all, the pervasive habit of eponymy.  
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isolated from the narrative sequence,24 1 Chr 21 is the occasion for 
David’s choice of the Temple site (1 Chr 22:1), and thus fully integrated 
into the series of events leading to Solomon’s construction. The parallel 
between the Aqedah and the scene on the threshing floor suggests either 
that one is a version of the other, or that one is transformed into the 
other.25

 In both cases there is a divine or at least supernatural test or tempta-
tion; Satan26 indeed substitutes for the YHWH of 2 Sam 24:1 in 1 Chr 
21:1, as a deflection of God’s responsibility, but not in a way that essen-
tially solves any problem: Where did Satan come from, what was his 
authorization, why did David succumb? Satan operates for, or in place 
of, the God of 2 Sam 24; as in Job, he articulates a destructiveness, a 
malevolence, in God, from which the author perhaps wishes to dissociate 
himself, but which is unmistakable in the course of events. Or rather 
Satan dramatizes an ambivalence in God between what would later be 
called middat haddin and middat harahamim; in our text it is manifested 
in the polarization of the elohim and YHWH designations of God in v. 15. 
In any case, the contrast is clear between Abraham, who passes the test, 
and David, who falls for the temptation. However, the difference is 
mitigated by the focus on David’s reaction; it is indeed a test of his faith 
in divine compassion, and of his acceptance of responsibility. Whether 
David gives the right answers we do not know.27 There is, nevertheless, 
an image common to both texts: the knife stretched out over the boy in 
Genesis, the sword extended over Jerusalem in Chronicles, and the voice 
that says “Stop!” That is the nuclear story. 

 24. Kalimi, Early Jewish Exegesis, 24–25, interestingly proposes that 2 Sam 24 
was transferred to its present position from a location elsewhere in Samuel so as to 
function as a prelude to the account of the building of the Temple in 1 Kgs 6–9. 
Nonetheless, the connection is not rendered explicit; 2 Sam 24 is one among a series 
of addenda to the history of David, which, at least overtly, are incidental to the main 
drama. 
 25. A detailed comparison of the two texts, based on their intersection in Mekilta 
de R. Ishmael Pisha’ 7, is to be found in Levenson, The Death and Resurrection,
180–82. Mittmann, “ha-Morijja,” 77, notes that there is also a parallel with Elijah’s 
victory on Mount Carmel in 1 Kgs 18, through which the divine covenant with the 
people is reconstituted. 
 26.  Satan is of course not yet the fully fledged antagonist of God, though 1 Chr 
21 probably marks a stage in the development of his personality. 
 27. In particular, was David right in his answer to the three alternative penalties 
proposed by Gad in 1 Chr 21:12? The ambiguity and impenetrability of David’s 
response is stressed by N. Bailey, “Death and God in 1 Chronicles 21: Edged with 
Mist,” in Graham and McKenzie, eds., The Chronicler as Author, 336–59 (346–47). 
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 My student Ken Ristau has recently published an article on 1 Chr 21, 
in which he ascribes it to what he calls “a post-cataclysmic community,” 
drawing on the work of Edith Wyschogrod.28 The building of the 
Temple, and of the community that writes of that building, takes place in 
a world that has become destitute, but which has survived. 

2. Genesis Rabbah 56:10 

Genesis Rabbah (56:10) comments on Abraham’s naming of the place as 
follows: 

Rabbi Jochanan said: “He (Abraham) said before him, ‘Master of the 
Universe! When you said to me, “Take your son, your only one,” I could 
have replied, “Yesterday, you said to me, ‘For through Isaac seed will be 
called after you’ (Gen 21:12), and now you say, ‘Take your son’!” But I 
did not do so, heaven forbid, but I suppressed my compassion to do your 
will. May it be your will, YHWH our God, that at the time when Isaac’s 
children fall into transgressions and evil deeds this binding will be recalled 
before you and you be filled with compassion for them!’”
 Abraham called it Yir’eh, as it says, “And Abraham called the name of 
the place YHWH Yir’eh” (Gen 22:14). Shem called it Shalem, as it says, 
“And Melchisedek King of Shalem” (Gen 14:18). The Holy One, Blessed 
be He, said, “If I call it Yir’eh, in accordance with the name that Abraham 
called it, that righteous man Shem will be offended; if I call it Shalem, 
Abraham, another righteous man, will be offended. So I will call it Jerusa-
lem, in accordance with both their names: Yir’eh Shalem—Jerusalem.” 
 R.Berekiah in the name of R.Helbo said: “While it was still Shalem God 
made himself a sukkah and would pray there, as it says, ‘And his shelter 
was in Shalem, his dwelling place in Zion’ (Ps 76:3). And what was his 
prayer? ‘Let it be the will that I should see the building of my house.’”
 Another explanation: It teaches that God showed him the Temple 
destroyed and rebuilt, destroyed and rebuilt, as it is said, “the name of that 
place YHWH Yir’eh (‘will see’)”—namely, that it was built! Hence it says, 
“thrice a year all your males shall be seen (yera’eh)” (Deut 16:16)? “As it 
is said today, ‘On the mountain of YHWH’”—namely, that it is destroyed, 
as it is said “On Mount Zion that is desolate” (Lam 5:18). “YHWH shall be 
seen (YHWH yera’eh)”—built and perfected in time to come, as it is said, 
“For YHWH has built Zion, where he is seen in his glory” (Ps 102:17). 

 28. See K. A. Ristau, “Breaking Down Unity: An Analysis of 1 Chronicles 
21.1–22.1,” JSOT 30 (2005): 201–21 (219 n. 50). For E. Wyschogrod (An Ethics of 
Remembering: History, Heterology, and the Nameless Others [Chicago, Ill.: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1998], xiii), the cataclysm makes it both impossible for 
historians to speak for the unnamable past and imperative that they do so; thereby 
they contribute to the community of the future. 
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 The Midrash begins with Abraham’s possible speech, with a potential 
internal dialogue, a protest, which Yvonne Sherwood transfers to Isaac’s 
refractory body and Sarah’s grief and shock. A couple of paragraphs 
earlier in the Midrash the protest is in fact articulated, in much the same 
words: Abraham accuses God of inconstancy: “Rabbi Aha said: Abraham 
began to wonder and said ‘These are but words of vacillation. First you 
said “Through Isaac seed will be called after you.” Then you went back 
and said “Take your son,” and now you say, “Do not send forth your 
hand against the lad!” I am perplexed.’” Abraham’s outrage is silenced 
through suppression of the compassion that traditionally typifies the rela-
tionship of father and son, and in particular Abraham, the embodiment of 
hesed; only now is it retrospectively acknowledged. Perhaps it was there 
all the time on the journey. At any rate, it makes us ask Abraham’s 
question for him, and God’s clever response, that he only commanded 
Abraham to offer his son, not to slaughter him, salvages God’s logical or 
pilpulistic reputation, but does not answer it. What was God’s intention 
in misleading Abraham? Of course, there would then be no test. But 
what does the test do, what does it speak for within God? The intra-
divine dialogue, to which Abraham’s wonderment points, has been well-
explored, in Midrash and elsewhere.29 What, then, is God’s will, which 
Abraham follows so blindly? And what accounts for his silence? There is 
naturally an answer in the text, a future speech that Abraham indirectly 
appropriates: “May it be your will, O Lord Our God…” This is the lan-
guage of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy, and specifically of the Zikhronot 
sequence, whose climax is the memory of the Aqedah.30 Abraham pro-
grammes God’s memory, and attempts to predetermine God’s response. 
Abraham’s renunciation of his compassion is compensated with the 

 29. A fascinating suggestion by B. Jacob (Das Erste Buch der Tora: Genesis 
[Berlin: Schocken Books, 1934], 492) is that the elohim in Gen 22:1 is not God 
himself but one of the bnei elohim, the divine beings, of Gen 6:1 and elsewhere. The 
text is then exactly comparable to Job 1–2, in which YHWH is attended by the divine 
beings, Satan among them, and to the Balaam story in Num 22, where the angel is 
likewise associated with the verbal form ÷f .
 30. “May you compassionately remember the Aqedah of Isaac for his seed 
today.” The Aqedah is the liturgical reading for the second day of Rosh Hashanah. 
Sherwood (“Textual Carcasses and Isaac’s Scar”) documents at length the recol-
lection of the Aqedah in the Rosh Hashanah liturgy. See also Kalimi, Early Jewish 
Exegesis, 48. Zornberg powerfully links the memory to the trauma of Sarah/s death 
(Genesis, 223–41). For a classic exposition of the motif of the Aqedah in Jewish 
medieval thought and liturgy, see S. Spiegel’s classic, The Last Trial: On the Leg-
ends and Lore of the Command to Abraham to Offer Isaac as a Sacrifice—The 
Akedah (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1993 [1950]). 
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plenitude of divine compassion, transferred into unlimited credit for his 
descendants. There is an exchange, whereby the negation of Abraham’s 
will results in the predetermination, or at least attempted commitment, of 
the divine will, for the future. 
 Except that we don’t know if it succeeds. The Midrash presupposes a 
world in the balance between desolation and hope. This is demonstrated 
by the latter part of our text. Abraham’s prayer corresponds to God’s 
prayer. Hidden in the midst of an ideal polis, whose name, Shalem, exem-
plifies completeness, God experiences a lack of completeness. But whom 
does he pray to? The text, which literally says, “let it be the will,” is 
entirely enigmatic. In a well-known intertext, in b. Berakhot 6a, God, on 
the eve of the destruction, prays that his compassion should outweigh his 
rage. A God who prays is one who is uncertain of the future, and who 
experiences, or at least adopts a posture of, powerlessness. This is per-
haps indicated by the detail that he is in a sukkah. The sukkah31 is a 
fragile structure. It screens the inmate from the sun and from prying eyes.
Perhaps God does not want it to be known, at least in the happy city of 
Shalem, that he prays, though he lets us into the secret. The flimsiness of 
the sukkah suggests intimacy, but also ambivalence. Why should he pray, 
unless there is some reason why he should not see the Temple? There is 
then a will that is not under God’s control. 
 Inside the city too, entirely inconspicuous, is that other city, Abraham’s
city, that signifies a perspective on the future, a lack of fulfillment. God 
prays that “I will see the building of my house.” God adopts the name 
Abraham gives it, and is characterized by his hope and desire. It is 
unclear why he wants a house rather than a sukkah, and of course this is 
the subject of an intrabiblical debate. God’s resistance to the house, and 
to the future, perhaps embodied in the angel in 1 Chr 21, is countered by 
that other angel, of the promise, in Gen 22:16–18.32 And as the Midrash 
testifies in its continuation, the divine oath in 22:16 is evidence too of the 
difficulty of the commitment. 

 31. The form is in fact masculine (sukko). I do not think there is any substantive 
difference. K. Seybold (“Jerusalem in the View of the Psalms,” in The Centrality of 
Jerusalem: Historical Perspectives [ed. M. J. H. M. Poorthuis and Ch. Safrai; 
Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1996]: 7–14 [12–14]), suggests that Ps 76 also contains an 
allusion to the name Moriah in the word arwm in v. 12. In juxtaposition with the name 
Shalem, it suggests an interest in archaic, pre-Davidic, names for Jerusalem, which, 
Seybold proposes, might have appealed to northern Israelites. 
 32. Zornberg, Genesis, 140, suggests a distinction between the “angel of YHWH”
and God in the Aqedah narrative, as if God detaches himself from his compassionate 
retraction of his command.  
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 Abraham’s name is a response to the theophany. What Abraham sees 
is what God sees, a community of vision that encompasses human vision 
and confirms Abraham’s doubly ironic confidence in God’s providence 
in Gen 22:8.33 What God sees, however, is a succession of destructions 
and reparations. What he prays for is perhaps the Messianic age, the time 
of the final rebuilding, out of the time of the catastrophe, from the 
perspective of Midrash. What he sees and prays for is the midrashic 
prolepsis, the realization of the utopian horizon in textual anticipation. 
 At the other end of the temporal range we have Shem, the progenitor 
whose name for Jerusalem rivals that of Abraham. God mediates 
between competing claims, between two visions of Jerusalem. Shem, the 
denominator in person, is the source of all names, the recreation of 
language following the Flood. Shalem, that emblem of wholeness, con-
trasts with Babel as the source of disintegration and the mutual incom-
prehension of languages. Abraham, out of the trauma of the Aqedah,
names it for the just restored future. The Midrash sees this future as 
ironic, as perpetually reduced and reborn from ashes. The archaic name, 
Shalem, despite God’s ostensible reconciliation, is rendered preliminary 
and exoteric by God’s prayer in the inner sanctum, which endorses 
Abraham’s name. God, as peacemaker, especially where the righteous 
are concerned, cannot do this officially, but the wholeness always has 
something provisional about it. And so we can say about our text. 

The building of the Temple in Chronicles, the laying of its foundations,
opens a rift in time, exposing the memory of the terrified son blinded by 
the tears falling from his father’s eyes.34 Between the son and the father 
there is a distance that cannot be crossed; the son does not return with the 
father. The memory allies the centre of the sacred world of Chronicles, 
its liturgical imperium, to that which is strange, terrifying, and placeless,
therefore timeless. The memory of the Aqedah is coupled with that of the 
threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite, the scene of judgment, but also of 

 33. E. Blum (Der Komposition der Vätergeschichte [WMANT 57; Neukirchen–
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1984], 324–25) comments that the name cannot be a 
“real” toponym and is the culmination of the series of correlations between the place 
and vision in the narrative, which does not stop him from identifying it with Jeru-
salem. For him, as for many others, Moriah combines the thematically significant 
words ary (“fear”) and har (“see”). See also Schult, “Eine Glosse zu ‘Moriya,’ ” 57, 
for the multiple wordplays in this verse, and Kalimi, “Paronomasie im Buch der 
Chronik,” 86. 
 34. According to Gen. Rab. 56:8, Abraham’s tears fell into Isaac’s eyes. In 
another version, in Gen. Rab. 56:7 and 65:10, it was the tears of the angels that 
either consumed the knife or fell into Isaac’s eyes, accounting for their subsequent 
weakness.  
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the exchange that leads to the building of the Temple. The two scenes are 
typologically similar, and point to the initial encounter with death, and to 
the intimation of the uncanny ghosts of Hebron in the no man’s, and 
every man’s, land of Jerusalem. But it also marks the site of a breach 
between Gibeon and Jerusalem, Saulides and Davidides, tabernacle and 
tent, David and God, which no amount of genealogical work can fix, and 
only Solomon is left to paper over the gaps.35

 In Midrash Rabbah, in the wake of the destruction of that very Temple,
the memory of the Aqedah is part of liturgy and exegesis, the rabbinic 
substitute for the sacrificial edifice. It is language, polysemous, arcane 
and slippery, that transports the place wherever we are, that makes exile 
home and home exile. The Aqedah becomes a rhetorical trope, a claim 
for infinite credit, for human one-up-manship, or whistling in the dark, 
against the intransigence of history. The name Abraham gives it allies his 
vision to that of God, and to the divine prayer destined to disappointment 
and deferral to the eschaton. Abraham’s name displaces that provided by 
the eponymous ancestor of names, the linguistic entelechy manifest in 
the perfect city. If the Temple, at the heart of the polity, is built over the 
fissures of the Aqedah, the Midrash is built over the Temple. Matching 
the prayer of the human community to that of God, the former state to 
the final vindication, hope to despair, protest to empathy, Midrash allows 
us to glimpse the incompleteness of all vision, even divine vision, and 
every endeavour, which is why we keep doing it.  

3. The Gift of Death 

Jacques Derrida discusses our passage in The Gift of Death,36 in the 
context of a commentary on Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling. He has 
just said that the “land of Moriah is our habitat every second of every 
day.”37 That it is a universal place or story, and that the sacrifice is of 
every one for every other, that the response to every one—one’s son, 

 35. Bailey, “Death and God in 1 Chronicles 21,” 357–58, notes that the narrative 
is left unresolved. The tabernacle is in Gibeon, the Saulide capital, where David 
is unable to “consult God” for fear of the angelic sword, which is still suspended 
(1 Chr 21:30). The ark is in a specially prepared tent in Jerusalem (1 Chr 16:1). Only 
Solomon traverses the distance between Jerusalem and Gibeon (2 Chr 1:3); the 
angelic threat seems to have disappeared. Both tabernacle and the ark are incorpo-
rated within Solomon’s Temple (2 Chr 5:5), but it is not clear what is the ultimate 
fate of the tabernacle. 
 36. J. Derrida, The Gift of Death (trans. D. Willis; Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995). 
 37. Ibid., 69. 
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one’s readers—is at the expense of all the others. He continues by 
making it particular: 

According to 2 Chronicles, 3 and 8,38 the place where this occurs, where 
the sacrifice of Abraham or of Isaac (and it is the sacrifice of both of them, 
it is the gift of death one makes to the other in putting oneself to death, 
mortifying oneself in order to make a gift of this death as a sacrificial 
offering to God) takes place, this place where death is given or offered, is 
the place where Solomon decided to build the House of the Lord in 
Jerusalem, also the place where God appeared to Solomon’s father, David. 
However, it is also the place where the grand Mosque in Jerusalem stood, 
the place called the Dome of the Rock near the grand Aksa mosque where 
the sacrifice of Ibrahim39 is supposed to have taken place and from where 
Muhammed mounted his horse for paradise after his death.40 It is just 
above the destroyed temple of Jerusalem and the Wailing Wall, not far 
from the Way of the Cross. It is therefore a holy place but also a place that 
is in dispute, radically and rabidly, fought over by all the monotheisms, by 
all the religions of the unique and transcendent God, of the absolute other. 
These three monotheisms fight over it, it is useless to deny this in terms of 
some wide-eyed ecumenism; they make war with fire and blood, have 
always done so and all the more fiercely today, each claiming its own 
perspective on this place and claiming an original historical and political 
interpretation of Messianism and the sacrifice of Isaac. The reading, inter-
pretation, and tradition of the sacrifice of Isaac are themselves sites of 
bloody, holocaustic sacrifice. Isaac’s sacrifice continues every day. Count-
less machines of death wage a war that has no front. There is no front 
between responsibility and irresponsibility, but only between different 
appropriations of the same sacrifice, different orders of responsibility, 
different other orders: the religious and the ethical, the religious and the 
ethico-political, the theological and the political, the theologico-political, 
the theocratic and the ethico-political, and so on; the secret and the public, 
the profane and the sacred, the specific and the generic, the human and the 
nonhuman. Sacrificial war rages not only among the religions of the Book 
and the races of Abraham that expressly refer to the sacrifice of Isaac, 
Abraham, or Ibrahim, but between them and the rest of the starving world, 
within the immense majority of humankind and even those living (not to 
mention the others, dead or nonliving, dead or not yet born) who don’t 
belong to the people of Abraham or Ibrahim, all those others to whom the 
names of Abraham or Ibrahim have never meant anything because such 
names don’t conform or correspond to anything.41

One suspects Derrida’s rhetoric was getting away with him. The three 
monotheistic religions are grossly generalized, monoliths perpetually at 

 38. I have no idea what Derrida had in mind when he wrote 2 Chr 8. 
 39. Does Derrida mean Isma’il? 
 40. The trip to paradise actually took place during Muhammad’s life; cf. Sura 53. 
 41. Ibid., 69–70. 
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war with each other. It does not require “wide-eyed ecumenism” to 
recognize that the history of the three religions has been complex, not 
least in relation to each other; that Christianity lays no claim to the Tem-
ple Mount; that the dominant Muslim tradition locates the tribulations of 
Abraham in Mecca. The “destroyed temple” underlies the “grand Mosque
of Jerusalem…the Dome of the Rock near the grand Aksa mosque,” 
recalling the destruction of the Temple which God predicts in Genesis 
Rabbah. It is the place of Muslim triumph, exemplified by the repeated 
insistence on the grandeur of the two mosques and the metonymic 
proximity of the Wailing Wall, that emblem of Jewish mourning, and the 
way of the Cross, the Via Dolorosa, the Christian repetition or fulfillment 
of the Aqedah narrative. The Muslim supersession, evident in Umar’s 
conquest and the founding of the mosque that bears his name, like the 
Muslim adoption or adaptation of the story, is subject to displacement 
and uncertainty. Why does Derrida project “the grand mosque of Jerusa-
lem” into the past? Is the actual Dome of the Rock not the real one? What
is the relationship of the Dome of the Rock to the El-Aksa Mosque? Do 
they rival each other in holiness or beauty? Both are grand, but to have 
two grand edifices next to each other suggests discomfort, rivalry. Most 
important is the persistence of the memory of the Temple in the founda-
tions. The mosques, and the Muslim supremacy they celebrate, are 
haunted by, constructed over, the ashes of the past, a death, just as the 
Temple site, according to 2 Chron 3:1, evokes the ancestral burial place, 
and David’s purchase recognizes indigenous rights. 
 The destruction of the Temple recollects the midrashic motif of the 
ashes of Isaac, that Isaac was sacrificed as well as spared. Yvonne 
Sherwood cites Derrida that “cinders remain.”42 But of course the ashes 
of Isaac are emblematic of all the dead and their claim on our memory. 
Alongside the Temple Mount, there is that other site, or all the other 
sites, of “bloody, holocaustic sacrifice,” the catastrophe of history as a 
history of responsibility that is the occasion for Derrida’s essay. There is 
also Derrida’s anguish over the Palestinian–Israeli conflict, his identity 
as an Algerian Jew, and the implications of the conflict for all aspects of 
this thought. 
 This is evident through another sidestep, from the Temple as place, 
evoked through the enumeration of localities, to the Temple as a history 

 42. J. Derrida, Cinders (trans. and ed. N. Lukacher; Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1991). Sherwood’s cited page number appears to be incorrect. 
Derrida’s Cinders is an important intertext in Sherwood’s paper, evoking the
thematic of the trace, of the presence/non-presence of the sign, the gap between 
voice and writing, and the “ineradicability of being.” As one might expect, there are 
references in it to the Holocaust and Judaism (57, 59, 62). 
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of reading and interpretation. “The reading, interpretation, and tradition 
of the sacrifice of Isaac are themselves sites of bloody, holocaustic sacri-
fice.”43 The Temple mount is the site of conflict because of the diverging 
interpretations of the founding trauma, but, more precisely, the Temple 
Mount is transposed into the sites of reading and interpretation—
yeshivot, madrasas, seminaries perhaps, but also Derrida’s own study, 
cogitations, as the site of conflicting traditions. We do not escape so 
easily. “Countless machines of death wage a war that has no front.” One 
thinks of the bulldozers. The Temple Mount, however, could hardly 
accommodate countless machines of death. It is obviously a much wider 
conflict, perhaps a universal one. “There is no front between respon-
sibility and irresponsibility…” Indeed, we are back to the history of 
responsibility and irresponsibility, which are incommensurable, and the 
war over the Temple Mount as one between these incommensurables, 
and thus a universal one, without a front. Except that Derrida immedi-
ately retracts, or appears to do so: “but only between different appropria-
tions of the same sacrifice, different orders of responsibility, different 
other orders…” So does the war have a front or not? Are the alternatives 
exclusive? A long list follows: “the religious and the ethical, the religious
and the ethico-political, the theological and the political, the theologico-
political, the theocratic and the ethico-political, and so on” (how much 
longer could Derrida have extended the list if he had so wanted?). I am 
not sure of the differences between these terms, which surely overlap 
greatly and are fraught in Derrida’s oeuvre and in our world generally. 
For instance, what does he, or do we, mean by “religious”?44 It is not 
clear, either, whether the terms coupled together, like “the religious and 
the ethical,” oppose each other, and thus orders between which there is 
conflict and consequently a front, or simply exemplifications of “other 
orders,” whose repetitions would be inexplicable.45 In any case, all these 

 43. This and the following quotations are from Derrida, The Gift of Death, 70. 
 44. Derrida distinguishes between “religion,” by which he means determinate 
religions, and the “religious,” by which he denotes a certain attitude or faith beyond 
any determination (“Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of ‘Religion’ at the 
Limits of Reason Alone,” in J. Derrida, Acts of Religion [ed. G. Anidjar; New York/ 
London: Routledge, 2002], 40–101 [45]). The opposition is parallel to that, key in 
his later works, between messianism and messianicity (cf. ibid., 55). 
 45. On these issues, see J. Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: 
Religion without Religion (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 201–12. 
Caputo argues that the categories of the “religious” and the “ethical”—and the same 
would apply to the other terms Derrida uses, each of which has a definite meaning 
for him—while ostensibly opposed by Kierkegaard and Derrida, are in fact blurred 
and unstable (esp. pp. 211–12).  



 LANDY  The Temple in the Aqedah (Genesis 22) 235 

1

terms, religious, ethical, and so forth, are inextricably bound to questions 
of responsibility. Ethics, for Derrida as for Levinas, is, first and foremost, 
responsibility. Religion, for Levinas, and, through, Levinas Derrida, is 
tied to the history of responsibility. What is revealed is the face of the 
other. Those orders, in other words, between which there is a front—
religious, ethical, ethico-political, and so on—are characterized by a
responsibility which distinguishes them from the irresponsibility that 
pervades the battlefield, renders it a free-for-all, and disrupts the inter-
necine struggles of the orders of responsibility. 
 Who, then, is being sacrificed? And what is their responsibility? 
 Let us carry on: “the secret46 and the public, the profane and the sacred,
the specific and the generic, the human and the nonhuman.”47 Again, 
these are exemplifications of different kinds of orders, conventionally 
opposed to each other, except that we don’t know quite what they mean 
—what are the valences of “profane” and “sacred” in this instance, for 
example?48—or how they relate to each other. Finally, the battle is pro-
jected outwards from the Temple Mount as the site of conflicting inter-
pretations and the religions born of them, to one between the Temple 
Mount and the rest of the world. “Sacrificial war rages… between them 
[the religions of the Book] and the rest of the starving world, within the 
immense majority of mankind and even those living…”49

 I am not sure what Derrida is referring to here. The question remains 
the same, nonetheless. If Abraham is the exemplar of responsibility, 
answering hinneni, “Here I am,” at the cost of all conventional ethics, the 
contentions over the Temple Mount are paradigms of irresponsibility, the 
refusal of the different religious traditions and their peoples to recognize 
the face of the other. Like Abraham, they may do this in the name of an 

 46. The “secret” is the starting point of Derrida’s reflections on one of J. 
Pato ka’s Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History (Chicago: Open Court, 
1996) with which The Gift of Death begins: “In one of his Heretical Essays on the 
Philosophy of History Jan Pato ka relates secrecy, or more precisely the mystery of 
the sacred, to responsibility” (The Gift of Death, 1). In this context the secret is both 
God’s secret in testing Abraham, and the necessity that Abraham keep the purpose 
of the journey secret. 
 47. Ibid., 70.  
 48. In “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida puts into question the assumption that 
sacredness and holiness are religious, “in the strict sense of the term, if there is one” 
(p. 48), and posits a “third place” which makes possible the religious and which 
precedes the distinction between “sacred” and “profane” (p. 55). Derrida is both cri-
tiquing the casual attribution of the religious, with its Latin roots, to non-European 
traditions, and trying to find a point that precedes familiar religious dualities.  
 49. The argument extends to the dead, and, on the following page, to cats. 
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ultimate responsibility, which overrides the commandment not to kill. 
Later in the essay, Derrida discusses the view of Carl Schmitt that 
Jesus’s injunction to “love your enemies” only refers to members of 
one’s own community, but not to outsiders. “As (Schmitt) reminds us, no 
Christian politics ever advised the West to love the Muslims who 
invaded Christian Europe” (p. 103). Thus there are two orders of respon-
sibility, to God and to other human beings, between which, according to 
Derrida, there is war, “with a front,” except that both are irresponsible in 
the light of the other, are incommensurable, and the violence between 
them irreducible to any front, any determinable position. 
 We are at an aporia that Derrida, in the wake of Kierkegaard, explores 
at length in his essay, except that Abraham is willing to sacrifice his own 
son, while those fighting over his heritage sacrifice each other’s sons. 
Moreover, while Abraham does not carry out the murder, with consider-
able reluctance according to Midrash, his sons have no such qualms. 
Even in the case of suicide bombers, the object is still to kill the other at 
the expense of oneself (and thereby achieve martyrdom and public 
acclaim). Abraham, in contrast, can only obey in secret (p. 73) and risks 
condemnation as a murderer. 
 He is also a suicide. (“It is the sacrifice of both of them, it is the gift of 
death one makes to the other in putting oneself to death” [p. 69]) Abra-
ham’s identification with Isaac as his son, his only one, the one that he 
loves (Gen 22:2), is reflected, perhaps, in Derrida’s slip in calling it “the 
sacrifice of Ibrahim.” In killing the children, we are also killing the 
father, the universal father. 
 But we are also killing God. Derrida emphasizes that if “every other is 
every other” (tout autre est tout autre), a sort of motto for the book and a 
heading of one of its chapters, then God can replace “every other” (p. 87).
This is a familiar Levinasian as well as Jewish position.50 In that case the 
God who demands the ultimate sacrifice, in the name of an intransigent 
alterity, is commanding his own murder. The two orders of responsibil-
ity, the absolute and the conventional, are one and the same. 
 We see this in the Midrash, in which God’s prayer articulates the 
conflicts between two parts of himself, but also in the exegetical process 
by which the Chronicler’s identification of the site of the Aqedah with 
the Temple is reversed, and the ruins of the Temple become the site of 
the re-enactment or supersession of the Aqedah. Nowhere is this more so 
than in Lamentations Rabbah, with its persistent evocation, usually 

 50. Caputo (The Prayers and Tears, 209–10) distinguishes Derrida’s position 
from that of Levinas. The distinction, however, is not clear to me from Levinas’s 
writings. The issue is extremely fraught in commentaries on Levinas.  
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disguised as parable, of the motif of the father who murders his sons. In 
Pet ta 24, for instance, Abraham and Isaac in turn attempt to awaken the 
compassion of an utterly unmovable God in the ruins of the Temple 
through the memory of the suppression of their compassion.51 In Lam. 
Rab. 1:16, Miriam bat Tanhum, who has watched the martyrdom of her 
seven sons, sends the youngest to Father Abraham, to tell him how much 
greater her sacrifice was than his. She then goes mad and falls in despair 
—deliberately or not is unclear—from the roof. 
 We began with Chronicles, and Kalimi’s suggestion that the identifi-
cation of the Temple with Mount Moriah was intended to aggrandize the 
former. I argued that, in addition, it served to link the Temple to a foun-
dational trauma, outside narrative time and space, to render the intri-
cately constructed textual and spatial world of Chronicles uncanny, 
haunted by the ghosts of the ancestral past, and in particular by the 
vanished glory of Solomon’s Temple. The correlation may augment the 
credentials of the Second Temple, as Kalimi argues, but it cannot elimi-
nate its secondariness and the “post-cataclysmic consciousness” of the 
writing community. Midrash Rabbah transforms the identification into 
the language of ritual, and of a hope that survives all disappointment. It 
articulates the unexpressed protest in the narrative and the tension, imper-
fectly resolved, between two visions of Jerusalem, as the ideal polis and 
as a never-realized possibility. Finally, the passage from Jacques Derrida 
brings us to the Temple site and the interpretation of the Aqedah as the 
scene of conflict between the three Abrahamic religions, to the aporia of 
responsibility and irresponsibility, and to the death of Abraham and thus 
of God. 

 51. There have been several remarkable literary analyses of this celebrated 
Midrash. See, in particular, D. Stern, Midrash and Theory: Ancient Jewish Exegesis 
and Contemporary Literary Studies (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 
1996), 81–86, T. Linafelt, Surviving Lamentations: Catastrophe, Lament, and 
Protest in the Afterlife of a Biblical Book (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 
2000), 104–16; and G. Hasan-Rokem, Web of Life: Folklore and Midrash in Rab-
binic Literature (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000), 108–29. 
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REVISITING “BOILING IN FIRE” IN 2 CHRONICLES 35:13 
AND RELATED PASSOVER QUESTIONS:

TEXT, EXEGETICAL NEEDS AND CONCERNS,
AND GENERAL IMPLICATIONS

Ehud Ben Zvi 

I

The expression ı› Ô › Ê ı  Í ·  in the account of Josiah’s pass-
over (2 Chr 35:13) has been the subject of much discussion.1 From the 
perspective of the readers or, better, rereaders2 for whom the book of 
Chronicles was composed, the use of the expression › Ê ı  Í ·  was 
meant to convey that which they thought to be two seemingly contradic-
tory requirements prescribed in Exod 12:9 and Deut 16:7, which were, in 
fact, congruous.3 This need to show congruity between the two require-
ments reflects and shapes a unified approach to preceding authoritative 
texts within the ideological discourse of the authorship and rereadership 
of the books. According to this approach, the true meaning of the texts 
considered to be authoritative within these communities of readers of 
texts cannot be properly discerned by the community unless these texts 
are understood one in the light of the other.4 In other words, within this 

 1. See, for instance, I. L. Seeligman, “The Beginnings of Midrash in the Books 
of Chronicles,” Tarbiz 49 (1979/80): 14–32 (31–32) (Hebrew); I. Kalimi, The 
Reshaping of Ancient Israelite History in Chronicles (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisen-
brauns, 2005), 156–58. 
 2. The implied readers of the book were certainly rereaders, because the book 
was meant to be read, reread, studied, read and interpreted to others. Most likely 
most of the actual readers of the book were also rereaders. After all, had the book 
been read only once and then forgotten, it would not have been preserved by the 
literati through generations. 
 3. In other words, it harmonizes texts, or the requirements set in texts.  
 4. Cf. Levinson, who wrote in relation to 2 Chr 35:13, that “(s)uch attempts 
pointedly demonstrate that the exegesis of Scripture within Scripture itself acquired 
authoritative status as Scripture” (B. M. Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Herme-
neutics of Legal Innovation [New York: Oxford University Press, 1997], 155). For 
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type of discourse, although the truthful meaning of a text resides in itself, 
it cannot be learnt from the text if the latter is read in isolation from its 
ideologically authoritative repertoire. Thus, it is this unified (and unify-
ing) understanding that qualifies as ı› , that is, the accepted norm.  
 Although objectively the Chronicler5 may and does advance new pre-
scriptive rules or textual messages that are considerably different from 
the texts it refers to,6 from its own ideological and rhetorical perspective 
Chronicles actually points at the true meaning of existing prescriptive 
texts.7 In this particular case, Chronicles teaches its primary readership 
about the actual meaning of the prescriptions communicated to the same 
readership by both Exod 12:98 and Deut 16:7. But what is that meaning 
in this particular case? More importantly, by what logic of textual 
exegesis is this “end-result” achieved? And what social and ideological 
exigencies led to the reading advanced in Chronicles? Moreover, and 
particularly given the obvious centrality of the festival of Passover 
within the world of Chronicles and during the Second Temple period in 
general,9 how does the reading advanced in Chronicles relate to major 

similar considerations referring to a later period, cf. J. D. Levenson, The Hebrew 
Bible, The Old Testament and Historical Criticism (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster 
John Knox, 1993), 2–3 
 5. By the Chronicler I mean the implied author of the book of Chronicles, as 
construed by its intended and most likely primary rereaders. The target readership 
communicated through their reading and rereading with this implied author rather 
than with the actual author or authors of the book. 
 6. See G. N. Knoppers, “Hierodules, Priests, or Janitors? The Levites in 
Chronicles and the History of the Israelite Priesthood,” JBL 118 (1999): 49–72 (68–
72); E. Ben Zvi, “About Time: Observations about the Construction of Time in the 
Book of Chronicles,” HTB 22 (2000): 17–31 (29–30). (A version of the latter is 
forthcoming in E. Ben Zvi, History, Literature and Theology in the Book of Chron-
icles [London: Equinox, 2006].) 
 7. It is most likely that the same holds true for the subjective perspective of the 
authorship and readership of the book. 
 8. See also Exod 12:8. 
 9. The centrality of the passover in Chronicles is reflected in the lengthy 
descriptions of Hezekiah’s and Josiah’s passover and their structural role in the 
narrative. Particularly in the case of Josiah’s passover, the account of the events of 
his eighteenth year reaches its climax with the narrative of the passover. See L. C. 
Jonker, Reflections of King Josiah in Chronicles: Late Stages of the Josiah Recep-
tion in 2 Chron. 34 f. (Textpragmatische Studien zur Hebräischen Bibel 2; Gütersloh:
Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2003), passim. Jonker’s comparative assessment is worth 
quoting: “The Deuteronomistic account refers to the good deeds of King Josiah (his 
cultic reformation measures, in particular) in order to paint an idealized picture of 
the king. In the Chronistic account, however, reference is made to King Josiah’s 
deeds in order to accentuate the celebration of the Passover. King Josiah is therefore 
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exegetical concerns shaping the account of Josiah’s passover in Chroni-
cles and to some correlated aspects of that account? These questions 
guide the following discussion. 

II 

The text of Exod 12:9 communicated to its readers, › Í  ÍÚ  Í Ä˙
Ê ·› Ô , that is, it explicitly instructed the community of 

readers that the pesach (a) should not be eaten raw and, more importantly 
for the present purposes, (b) should be roasted by fire and (c) must not be 
boiled in water. The same community read in Deut 16:7, ˙ ˙ · Í.
The expression was not only reminiscent of the one in Exod 12:9, but 
seemed, at least on the surface, to contradict it, for it is asking them to 
boil the pesach. This problem would easily disappear if as some scholars 
have maintained the root ›  in Deut 16:7 meant “cook” in general rather 
than “boil,”10 and as such was understood by the authorship and target 
readership of 2 Chr 35:13.11 This understanding, however, is very 
unlikely for a number of reasons. First, in all instances in which the 
meaning of ›  is clear, it involves boiling (e.g. Exod 12:9; 23:19; 34:26; 
Lev 6:21). Second, the requirement to boil the pesach in Deut 16:7 is not 
a strange oddity in the book, but rather is part and parcel of a tendency to 
“normalize” passover, that is, to remove its distinctive character and 
bring it into conformity with the standard sacrificial system at the central 
sanctuary, as demonstrated by Levinson. This tendency strongly 

instrumentalized rather than idealized. The Chronistic narrative portrays Josiah 
being instrumental to the first and real celebration of the Passover” (p. 33 [italics in 
the original]). It is in this context that the reference to “boiling in fire” in Josiah’s 
account is to be studied. (Significantly, the matter of how to cook the pesach is not 
dealt within the account of Hezekiah’s passover.) The centrality of the passover in 
the Second Temple period is well known. On this matter, see F. M. Colautti, 
Passover in the Works of Josephus (Supplements to the Journal for the Study of 
Judaism 75; Leiden: Brill, 2002). See also the references to the Passover in Ezra, and 
in particular in Ezra 6:19–22. Cf. M. D. Knowles, “Pilgrimage Imagery in the 
Returns in Ezra,” JBL 123 (2004): 57–74. 
 10. E.g. J. G. McConville, Law and Theology in Deuteronomy (JSOTSup 33; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984): 117–18; J. R. Shaver, Torah and the Chronicler’s 
Work: An Inquiry into the Chronicler’s References to Laws, Festivals, and Cultic 
Institutions in Relationship to Pentateuchal Legislation (BJS 196; Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1989), 116. See already Mekilta, Pisha [ ], 6:83 (Lauterbach, 50). Cf. J. H. 
Tigay, Deuteronomy (JPS Torah Commentary; Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1996), 155. 
 11. Cf., among others, S. Japhet, 1 and 2 Chronicles (OTL; Louisville, Ky.: 
Westminster John Knox, 1993), 1053. 
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characterizes the legislation in Deut 16.12 Thus, within this context, one 
of the main roles of 16:7 is to bring the pesach sacrifice into the “normal 
sacrificial protocol that involves the boiling of those parts in which the 
celebrant and the priest share.”13 The same approach to reduce the 
particularity of the pesach shows in Deut 16:2, which adds cattle to the 
passover, as it explicitly states ˙ıÍ .14 To be 
sure, this statement stands in tension with the requirement to offer the 
Passover sacrifice only from the  in Exod 12:3–5. The Chronicler, 
who along with the target readership of Chronicles is obviously aware 
of this tension, faces a situation similar to that involving the boiling. 
Significantly, the Chronicler cannot let the tension stand, and solves it by 
associating  with › ˜ , “the (other) sacred offerings,” that are to be 
distinguished from the Passover offering, as Kalimi has shown.15 Third, 
the semantic, explicit opposition between “boiling” and “roasting” (Exod 
12:9) corresponds well to the two alternative ways in which meat could 
have been cooked in ancient Israel.16 Fourth, and most importantly, the 
unique and seemingly odd expression in Chronicles, › Ê ı  Í · , is 
proof positive of a perceived need to bring together the requirements of 
Exod 12:9 and Deut 16:7. Such a need would not have existed if ›  in 
Deut 16:7 simply meant or was understood by the readership to mean 
“cook” in general, including both ways of dealing with meat, boiling and 
roasting.  
 In sum, it is reasonable to assume that the authorship and target read-
ership of Chronicles understood ›  in Deut 16:7 as “boil” or, that is, 
cooking by boiling.17 This being so, the question is what the expression 
› Ê ı  Í ·  in 2 Chr 35:13a could have conveyed to the target 
readership. On the surface, there are three possibilities.

 12. See Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation,
72–74. Cf. H. G. M. Williamson, 1–2 Chronicles (NCB; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1982), 406; M. Haran, Temples and Temple Service in Ancient Israel (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1978), 320–21, but also cf. Shaver, Torah and the Chronicler’s Work,
108.
 13. Cf. 1 Sam 2:13–16. See Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of 
Legal Innovation, 73.
 14. See G. von Rad, Deuteronomy (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966), 112; 
Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation, 72; cf. Tigay, 
Deuteronomy, 153–54. 
 15. Kalimi, The Reshaping of Ancient Israelite History in Chronicles, 157. 
 16. For boiling meat see, for instance, Exod 29:31; Lev 6:21; 8:31; 1 Sam 2:13–
16; 1 Kgs 19:21; for roasting meat, see, among others, Exod 12:8–9; Isa 44:16, 19; 
1 Sam 2:15. See, also O. Borowski, Daily Life in Biblical Times (Atlanta: Society of 
Biblical Literature, 2003), 67–68.  
 17. See, for instance, von Rad, Deuteronomy, 112. 
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 According to the first, the world of the text aims at presenting an ideo-
logically correct past, even if it reports a culinary absurd behavior, 
namely, that people during the time of Josiah first boiled the offering and 
then barbecued it.18 Although Chronicles at times includes and communi-
cates images of a past that most likely were not meant to be understood 
as a narration of things as they “actually happened” or “most likely hap-
pened,” but as reflecting an ideological truth, an understanding of  Í ·
› Ê ı  according to these lines is improbable. The account of Josiah’s 
passover bears some possibly utopian and certainly heavily ideological 
features,19 but in the main it is not only descriptive, but also prescrip-
tive.20 This is particularly true in relation to actions that were clearly not 
contingent on the precise, reported circumstances of the time of Josiah, 
and all the more so if they are explicitly presented to the readers of the 
book as the norm that Israel should follow, that is, ı› Ô and as the true 
meaning of authoritative texts. This being so, if this approach to Í ·
› Ê ı  is followed, one would have to conclude that the text actually 
communicates to its target readership that (a) they should first boil and 
then roast the pesach and (b) since they do not do so in practice, their 
passover is sinful and they and any community during the Achaemenid 
period consistently failed substantively to follow the appropriate ritual 
prescriptions, and accordingly, (c) that the temple and the central 
institutions of the community in Yehud have substantially failed. It is 
very unlikely that the readership for which the book was composed 
understood the text in such a way. Chronicles neither advances impra-
ctical halachot nor halachot that would diminish the festive aspect of the 
festival; and above all, it is not a sectarian text. To the contrary, despite 
its idiosyncrasies, it communicates a strong legitimization of the Second 

 18. For Schniedewind, › Ê ı  Í ·  represents an “incongruent mix of boiling 
and roasting.” See W. M. Schniedewind, “The Chronicler as an Interpreter of Scrip-
ture,” in The Chronicler as Author: Studies in Text and Texture (ed. M. P. Graham 
and S. L. McKenzie; JSOTSup 263; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 
158–80 (175). Fishbane refers to the “desperate illogicality of the text blend in 2 Chr 
35:13. See M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1985), 251. 
 19. See, for instance, the number of offerings, and the typological comparison 
between Solomon and Josiah carried by the reference to the Levites placing the ark 
in the Temple (see 2 Chr 35:3; cf. 2 Chr 5:9) and between David and Josiah in 
relation to the status of the Levites who are now free from their duty to carry it on 
their shoulders (see 2 Chr 35:3; cf. 1 Chr 23:25–26). 
 20. Cf. S. J. DeVries, “Festival Ideology in Chronicles,” in Problems in Biblical 
Theology: Essay in Honor of Rolf Knierim (ed. H. T. C. Sun, K. L. Eades with J. M. 
Robinson and G. I. Moller; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 104–24 (124). 
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Temple and its main festivals and certainly does not ask its readers to 
separate themselves from the community around the existing temple. 
 According to the second, the readers of Chronicles were supposed to 
learn from the text that they should roast the pesach. This position is also 
very unlikely, despite its lengthy history of interpretation.21 First, for the 
reasons mentioned above, one is to assume that the primary readership 
and authorship of Chronicles understood ›  in Deut 16:7 as meaning 
cooking through boiling, and, this being so, why should they understand 
the one at the beginning of 2 Chr 35:13 any different? Second, it implies 
that the readership of the book is supposed to understand the first appear-
ance of ›  in 2 Chr 35:13 as “roast,” even if in its second occurrence in 
the same verse ›  clearly indicates cooking by boiling.22

 According to the third possibility, the readers of Chronicles were 
supposed to learn from the text that they should boil the pesach.23 This 
position is also very unlikely. First, it discounts the rhetorical value of 
the prepositional phrase › Ê, “by fire,” a point I will come back to. 
Second, it would offer no real harmonization of texts. Instead, if this 
possibility were true, the text would simply follow Deut 16:7 and show 
not only disregard for the positive commandment in Exod 12:9, but 
explicitly and emphatically contradict the negative commandment in that 
verse. One may notice also that such halacha would be clearly contrary 
to the (most likely) actual observance during the Second Temple 
period.24 As such, it would have also undermined the legitimacy of the 
Jerusalemite cult and temple of Chronicles days. As mentioned above, 
this is not consistent with the general tendency to provide legitimacy to 

 21. See 
Ö , “And —The word  by itself means only roast ( ), as 
when it is said: ‘and you shall roast ( ) and eat it’ [Deut 16:7]. And it also says, 
they roasted ( ) the pesach with fire according to the mishpat; and the holy 
offerings boiled them in pots…” (Mekilta, Pisha [ ], 6:83–85 [Lauterbach, 49]). 
 22. 2 Chr 35:13ba reads ˚ ˆ Í Ë Í ˚ ÛÊ Í ·Ê › ˜ , “the (other) sacred 
offerings they boiled in pots, cauldrons, and pans.” The double reading “you shall 
boil and roast” in the LXX of Deut 16:7 reflects also an awareness of the tension 
created by ›  (“boil”) in this verse and the requirement in Exod 12:9. On the 
meaning of › , see also Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 135–36. 
 23. E.g. W. Johnstone, 1 & 2 Chronicles. Vol. 2, 1 Chronicles 10–36: Guilt and 
Atonement (JSOTSup 254; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 253. 
 24. There is a clear convergence of evidence of multiple sources all pointing at 
the practice of roasting the pesach during the Second Temple period. These include 
Jub. 49:13; the LXX of Deut 16:7; 1 Esd 1:11 (see Z. Talshir, 1 Esdras: A Text 
Critical Commentary [SBLSBS 50; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2001], 
26–27); and the univocal testimony of the rabbinical literature. 
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the Second Temple. Chronicles may have some particular points of view 
on certain matters, but was not a sectarian text. 
 To solve the impasse it is worthwhile to focus on the precise con-
straints governing the exegesis in Chronicles: (a) at the ideological level, 
the tension between the two verses could not be resolved by adopting 
one and rejecting the other, both had to be upheld as part of the way in 
which Israel is supposed to behave, (b) exegesis must be grounded in 
some acceptable way in the texts themselves, (c) in practical terms, the 
offering could be boiled in water or roasted in fire, but not both, and (d) 
given the actual observance during the Second Temple period, the 
exegetical enterprise must end up with an instruction that in practical 
terms means to roast the offering in fire.
 To uphold these four principles at the same time, the Chronicler had 
to pay particular attention to the precise language of the relevant texts 
and to interpret it in a restrictive way. Thus, to sustain the possibility of 
understanding both Exod 12:9 and Deut 16:7, he25 had to conceptualize 
and communicate an understanding of (a) the prohibition in Exod 12:9, 

Ê · › Í, as forbidding the cooking of the pesach by boiling in 
water, but not by boiling in general, and (b) the positive command in 
Deut 16:7 as prescribing boiling, but not necessarily boiling in water. Of 
course the result of this required exegetical exercise is that the pesach 
had to be boiled in something other than water. This “something” is rep-
resented by the X in the common expression X- - › , in which X nor-
mally stands for either water or milk.26 But neither water nor milk could 
be acceptable in this case, so in what can the pesach be boiled? The 
Chronicler’s solution to this dilemma is to develop an abstract under-
standing of X as the substance that encircles, penetrates and actually 
cooks the meat. Such an understanding allows him to create an expression
coined in the same way as › , but which stands in clear contrast to 
it, namely › . Thus the Chronicler expands the semantic meaning 
of “boil” to include not only boiling in water or milk, but also boiling in 
fire, which in practice is roasting, that is, that which is prescribed in 
Exod 12:9 and the actual halacha of his period. Thus, not only is the 
Chronicler able to fulfill at the same time all the prescriptions of the 
relevant texts and uphold the rituals celebrated in the temple along with 
the implications of these issues (see above), but also to advance the case 
that he is providing the true meaning of the relevant verses to begin with. 

 25. It is more likely that the ancient readers for whom the book was composed 
characterized the authorial voice as male than female. 
 26. For X = milk, see Exod 23:19; 34:26; Deut 14:21; for X = water, see Exod 
12:9.
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 If this reconstruction is accepted, several implications and considera-
tions follow. First, Chronicles communicated to its primary readership a 
sophisticated and creative level of textual exegesis and implies a reader-
ship within which such an approach will be understood.27 Second, some 
of the exegetical techniques that the Chronicler uses are comparable to 
those utilized in later times.28 They involve a close reading leading to 
restrictions in the applicability of certain rules29 and the development of 
expansive conceptual meanings through abstraction and comparison.30

Further, the Chronicler’s exegetical, exclusivist approach to X-  in  Í ·
› Ê ı , that is, that X stands for the single and only acceptable agent 
involved in cooking the meat finds also echoes in later prohibitions 
against roasting the pesach on a metal spit or a grill.31

III 

Another type of exegetical concern, one which is attested also in later 
literature, plays a central role in the account of Josiah’s passover and 

 27. Accordingly, the Chronicler is a far cry from the mechanical harmonizer 
unable to make much sense of existing texts as sometimes is characterized. To the 
contrary, the Chronicler masters an exegetical model based on abstractions and 
expansions of the common meaning of words and that transforms them into general 
concepts, according to a semantic–structural approach to the use of language. 
Likewise, there is no reason to characterize › Ê ı  Í ·  as an “incongruous 
expression” or the like (as do, e.g., Schniedewind, “The Chronicler,” 175; William-
son, 1–2 Chronicles, 407).  
 28. A point made in relation to this and other texts by Seeligman, “The 
Beginnings of Midrash.” 
 29. Cf. Ê ‡ ‡ › , “a lamb for each ancestral house, a lamb for 
each household,” in Exod 12:3 and see Mekilta, Pisha [ ], 3:50–51 (Lauterbach, 
26). 
 30. Cf. the development of  (“tent”) as pointing to any human dwelling and a 
house in particular, as attested, for instance, in the LXX and the Temple Scroll (cf. 
Num 19:14–15, LXX Num 19:14 and the legislation in 11QTa 49:5–50:3). In both 
instances, the process of logical abstraction includes the selection of a particular 
attribute (in these cases, a closed space for human abode; cooking by engulfing the 
meat with a hot “substance”) of the original concept (i.e. tent, boiling) and the 
development of that concept so as to include other instances of that attribute (e.g. 
houses, boiling in fire). On this matter and the later further development on the 
process of abstract conceptualization of  in the Mishnah, see J. L. Rubbenstein, 
“On Some Abstract Concepts in Rabbinic Literature,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 4 
(1997): 33–73 (34–40). On may also compare the case here with the development of 
the concept of “pit” to encompass any “obstacle,” and even with R. Aqiba’s 
statement in m. Pesa . 7:1. 
 31. See m. Pesa . 7:2:  , , “the pesach should 
not be roasted in a metal spit or a grill.” See also y. Pesa . 7:2 (47a).
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emphasizes how much was at stake in the Chronicler’s claim to present 
the true meaning of both Exod 12 and Deut 16. 
 Chronicles is a book in which the exegetical principle of temporally 
restricted validity of prescriptions stated in authoritative texts is often 
used, and as such implies a readership in which this principle is accepted. 
A few examples suffice. According to Num 4:3, the minimum age for a 
Levite to be counted in a census is 30 years; Chronicles communicates to 
its readers that this rule was contingent on certain chores of the Levites, 
namely, carrying the sanctuary and all its vessels, and once this was not 
the case anymore, David appropriately reduced the age to 20 (1 Chr 
23:24–27), which seems to be the implied standard age for assuming full 
adulthood responsibilities in Chronicles.32 By doing so, Chronicles is 
able to provide legitimacy for the actual practice in the Second Temple 
period (see Ezra 3:8), without disregarding at the ideological level the 
authority of Num 4:3.33 Likewise, when Chronicles refers to the 
prescribed character of the ten golden lampstands of the temple (1 Chr 
4:7, 20), the readers are made to infer that the reference to the single 
golden lampstand (e.g. Exod 25:32) applied to the tabernacle, but not to 
the temple. In all these cases, the Chronicler’s exegesis resorts and 
implies a principle of temporally related validity.34

 This accepted principle raises, however, important exegetical concerns 
in matters of passover. A reading of Exod 12 as a stand alone text within 
the community for which the book of Chronicles was written cannot but 
bring up the question of whether some of the rites prescribed in Exod 12 
are applicable to the first passover only, that is, the passover in Egypt, or 
at the very least, to the pre-temple celebration of passover.35 Certainly, 
and for obvious reasons, the passover described in Exod 12 is not 
associated in any way with the temple, or to Jerusalem. But this line of 
thinking raises a plethora of potential exegetical problems. If the rules of 

 32. It is worth stressing that in Chronicles Josiah begins his cultic reform/purge 
just as he reaches twenty years old and therefore full responsibility for his actions. In 
other words, as soon as he became an adult he took action. If the pious king would 
not have done so, immediately at that time he would have borne the responsibility 
for the continuation of the practices described in 2 Chr 34:3–7 (contrast with the 
description in 2 Kgs 22–23, which was not accepted by the Chronicler and cf. the 
characterization of Hezekiah in 2 Chr 29:3 [“in the first…in the first…”]) 
 33. For further discussion of this example, see, among others, Schniedewind, 
“The Chronicler,” 175. 
 34. This principle is clearly attested in later literature. See, for instance, Mekilta, 
Pisha [ ], 1:43–57 (Lauterbach, 4–5). 
 35. Despite, of course, Exod 12:24–25, which must then be reinterpreted accord-
ingly. Cf. ibn Ezra and Ramban on Exod 12:24. 
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Exod 12 are accepted as authoritative only for the passover in Egypt36 or 
for a pre-temple passover, then this leaves the text in Deuteronomy as the 
only one prescriptive for generations.37 But if this is the case, then 
roasting the pesach as celebrated in the Second Temple was obviously 
the wrong observance, and therefore, the legitimacy of all passover cele-
brations and indirectly of the Temple and the central institutions in 
Yehud would be, at the very least, severely undermined. Even if a more 
modest, and more likely claim is advanced, namely, that some of the 
prescriptions in Exod 12 are binding for all generations but some are not, 
then the question is how to decide which ones, and on which exegetical, 
textually grounded bases, within what was deemed acceptable within the 
target readership of Chronicles, can these decisions be made.38

 Against this background it is understandable why Chronicles strongly 
communicates to its readership that the real meaning of both Exod 12:9 
and Deut 16:7 is one and the same: they should boil the pesach in fire. 

 36. It is worth stressing that textual uneasiness about the potentially contingent 
character of Exod 12 is attested not only in Chronicles, but in later literature as well. 
For instance, such concerns seem to have influenced the Law of Passover in the 
Temple Scroll. See G. Brin, Studies in Biblical Law: From the Hebrew Bible to the 
Dead Sea Scrolls (JSOTSup 176; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 104–6. Much later, 
the Talmud Yerushalmi reports that according to one opinion, R. Gamliel understood 
Exod 12:9 as referring only to the Passover in Egypt ( ), but not to the 
observance of the Passover from generation to generation ( ), even if at that 
point there was complete agreement that the pesach should be roasted and not 
boiled. See y. Pesa . 7:2 (47a). 
 37. It is worth noting that the Chronicler omits the entire expression,  Í‡
Î Ê Í ÔÔ  in 2 Kgs 23:21 even if this text influenced the 

composition of the report of Josiah’s passover in 2 Chronicles, and note its opening: 
ı ›Í  Í Ì›Ä  ‡ Ì . (For the rhetorical reasons for the seemingly pleonastic 

reference to Jerusalem see below.) The Chronicler’s omission is possibly related to a 
balance between (a) the emphasis conveyed by the temporal and ideological asso-
ciation of finding the book and celebrating the passover on the one hand (according 
to 2 Chr 35:1, 19, the passover took place in the fourteenth day of the first month of 
the eighteenth year of Josiah; the book could not have been found much earlier, see 
2 Chr 34:8, 14) and (b) the identification of the required norms of passover with 
those present in one single book or scroll—which its readership could have poten-
tially identified as Deuteronomy. According to the Chronicler, Josiah fulfills the true 
meaning of both Deuteronomy and Exodus, in fact, the true meaning of YHWH’s 
word concerning passover. To understand this meaning, however, one needs more 
than one book within the authoritative repertoire of the community, since such a 
meaning is available once portions of one book are read in a way that is informed by 
the other(s). 
 38. Certainly, the testimony of Deuteronomy must play an important role in the 
process, but this raises the troubling issues mentioned above. 
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Significantly, it is only this crucial › Ê ı  Í ·  that is emphatically 
characterized by the text as ı› Ô.39

 At the same time, it also becomes evident why, and particularly since 
in practice it advocates roasting, the account of Josiah’s passover is 
phrased so as to be evocative of Deuteronomy. If the rules of Exodus as 
they were likely to be grasped if read alone within the community were 
understood as fully prescriptive for generations, then there would be no 
obligation to perform the ritual of the passover at the Temple in Jeru-
salem. Given the ideological centrality of Jerusalem and the temple in 
Chronicles, it is only to be anticipated that the text would emphatically 
refer to Jerusalem and Temple (2 Chr 35:1–6, 20a) in this context and 
be evocative of the observance of the passover commanded in Deuter-
onomy. 
 In all the matters discussed above, Josiah’s passover as represented in 
Chronicles is clearly prescriptive for generations.40 It is worth stressing, 
however, that the description of this passover also contains elements that 
are clearly associated with contingent circumstances, and as such point to 
temporary actions that are deemed necessary at particular instances. The 
most obvious of them is the roles of the king in the celebration reported 
in Chronicles. After all, the authorship and target readership of this book 
knew all too well that the passover festival does not require a king and 
can and was certainly celebrated without a king for generations.41 The 

 39. The placement of the prepositional clause ı› Ô immediately after Í ·
› Ê ı  and preceding a disjunctive clause ˚ ˆ Í Ë Í ˚ ÛÊ Í ·Ê › ˜
communicates that it refers only to › Ê ı  Í · . On these matters see also K. L. 
Spawn, “As it is Written” and Other Citation Formulae in the Old Testament: Their 
Use, Development, and Significance (BZAW 311; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002). 
 One may also notice that the text does not characterize this norm as “the mishpat
of David(/Josiah?)” or the like, nor as “their norm/the norm that applies to them,” 
but as ı› Ô, “the mishpat.” This precise expression is not so common in Chron-
icles. It appears only in 1 Chr 15:13; 2 Chr 4:20 (on this verse see above); 35:13. 
 Other authoritative references appear in the context of Josiah’s passover, see 
˚ › ˙ Í ‡ Ë Ê, “the written directions of King David of Israel 

and the written directions of his son Solomon,” in 2 Chr 35:4; › Ê Ô,
“according to YHWH’s word through Moses,” in 2 Chr 35:6. 
 40. To be sure, as per the role and source of authority of Chronicles within its 
own discourse, these prescriptive elements of Josiah’s passover are presented to the 
readership as a true fulfillment of YHWH’s word to Moses. 
 41. It is true that although the book of Chronicles is not a messianic or eschato-
logical book, it may still contain vignettes that balance this “earthly” approach and 
project images of a distant past that serve to shape the range of imagination of its 
readers as they dream of a distant ideal future. But Josiah’s role is basically that of a 
reformer leader; similar to the many reformer leaders in the reported past construed 
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same is arguably true of some of the roles of assigned to the Levites, in 
particular that they slaughtered the pesach (2 Chr 35:11), which may be 
related to a fear of the lack of ritual purity among the participants of 
Josiah’s passover.42 Significantly, none of these contingent actions is pre-
sented to the readers as representing the true fulfillment of pentateuchally 
prescribed observances. 

IV 

To sum up, › Ê ı  Í ·  refers to “boiling in fire,” which in practice 
is roasting, but is conceptually different. Chronicles shows a highly 
sophisticated level of exegetical ability, is textually concerned and influ-
enced by the problematic results of potential exegesis. These features of 
Chronicles point at corresponding attributes among the intended and 
actual target readerships of the book. Some of the exegetical approaches 
and concerns taken or assumed by Chronicles resemble those appearing 
in later rabbinic texts.43 To be sure, this does not mean that later tannaim 
or amoraim learned them from Chronicles, but that within strongly textu-
ally oriented discourses certain approaches to interpretation are likely to 
appear.44 In addition, one may note that the account of Josiah’s passover 
serves to illustrate and to some extent to embody both the fulfillment of 
prescriptions for Passover that are considered to hold for generations and 
contingent actions relevant to the time of Josiah.45 One may add also that 

by Chronicles and by the so-called Deuteronomistic History, who for a while could 
influence Israel to return to its proper path, but whose influence vanished soon after. 
Even if for the sake of argument one were to argue that the image of King Josiah and 
his actions, as well as those of the priests and levites, at the time during the reported 
passover might play a role in this regard, certainly they do not establish normative 
halacha for the generation of the primary readers or for any generation that lacks a 
properly installed Davidic king. Incidentally, the same holds true for the leadership 
role of Hezekiah in his passover, even if, in fact, Hezekiah is more of a “messianic-
like” character than Josiah in Chronicles. 
 42. Cf. 2 Chr 30:15–18. See also Ezra 6:19–20; 1 Esd 7:10–12. For the normal 
principle that the Israelites should slaughter the pesach, see Deut 16:6. 
 43. Cf. Seeligman, “The Beginnings of Midrash.” 
 44. It bears note that some of the rabbinic rules have a very long history. For 
instance, the rule that a text that carries a general statement followed by detailed 
cases is meant to be understood as restricting the general statement to the particular 
cases that follow is attested already in the Edict of Ammisaduqa. Cf. H. Olivier, 
“Restitution as Economic Redress: The Fine Print of the Old Babylonian mešarum
Edict of Ammisaduqa,” JNSL 24 (1998): 83–99. 
 45. Also in this regard, Josiah may be seen as implicitly compared with Moses. 
(For an explicit connection between Josiah and Moses, see 2 Chr 34:14; 35:6.) Just 
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1

Chronicles reflects, and communicates to its readership that there is no 
need for a (new) Josiah to celebrate passover in accordance with YHWH,
or, for that matter, for a (new) Moses to follow YHWH’s prescriptions 
concerning passover. But there is a need for written good exegesis of 
written, authoritative texts, and that is exactly what the book of Chron-
icles claims to provide to its readership. 

as Moses taught the people how to observe passover, so did Josiah. Just as some of 
the reported actions that characterized the first passover did not apply as halacha for 
generations, so some of those in Josiah’s world. 
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